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BRIEFING FOR MEMBERS 

LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT 
The devastating effects of the financial and economic crisis on European labour markets constitute a 
pressing challenge in many EU countries. At the end of the third quarter of 2016, 20,6 million EU citizens 
were unemployed, a figure which represents 8,4% of the active population1. Such unacceptably high levels 
of unemployment, roughly two points below the crisis-high scored during the first half of 2013, constitute a 
strong reason for concern over the future of millions of EU households. However, the composition of 
unemployment is perhaps yet more alarming. Of all job-seekers, almost half of them were unemployed, 
which means that they have been unable to find a job for a year or more. This figure represents a sharp 
increase from pre-crisis levels, when roughly one third of unemployed people had remained under that status 
for over a year2.  

Figure 1  Unemployment (L) and long-term unemployment rates (R) in the EU and the euro area 

Source: Eurostat 

  

Why is long-term unemployment a reason for concern?   
 

Long-term unemployment (LTU) has major social and economic implications which may become scarring in 
absence of adequate responses. LTU has a primary effect on unemployed persons who suffer a significant 
drop in income, are more exposed to poverty risks, more prone to mental health issues, and see their social 
capital weaken.  

                                                      
1 Eurostat, Labour Force Survey.  
2 The standard definition of long-term unemployment, as given by Eurostat, refers to the number of people who are out of 
work and have been actively seeking employment for at least a year. The 1-year boundary is, however, not universal and 
the perception of long-term unemployment is different in other statistical systems. For instance, the US Bureau of Labour 
Statistics defines LTU workers as those ‘who have been unemployed more than 27 weeks’. 
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The individual effects of LTU can transfer to households as a whole and over time as well. In particular, 
children may be affected by the unemployment of their parents if, as a result of it, their access to education is 
hampered or poorer health outcomes ensue. Finally, local communities with a high level of LTU may also be 
faced with additional social challenges and a lack of social cohesion.  

Beyond its social dimension, the pernicious effects of LTU are also of an economic nature. LTU is negative, 
firstly, because it represents a waste of productive potential. The qualifications and skills of unemployed 
persons depreciate with unemployment, calling for re-skilling actions and renewed investments in human 
capital to bring productivity back to pre-unemployment levels.  

Unemployment is also costly for social protection systems, especially because the correlation of 
unemployment with the economic cycle usually produces very fast increases of social outlays which may 
remain high for several years.  

Unemployment also creates inequalities. The divide is primarily created between persons who are employed 
and those who are out of work and lack a regular source of income. This may lead to greater exposure to 
poverty and deeper inequality levels. The risks of poverty and inequality even after re-employment takes 
place have to be stressed. On the one hand, these risks are due to the fact that the wage that a long-term 
unemployed person is willing to accept to return to the labour market decreases with the length of the 
unemployment spell3. On the other hand, job-seekers may be relatively more prone to substandard 
employment arrangements resulting in in-work poverty.  

Why are our members interested in long-term unemplo yment?  
 

As providers of health and social services, Eurodiaconia members are familiar with the increased demand of 
social services associated to LTU. Beyond work inclusion services aimed at easing the transition of 
unemployed persons back into employment, holistic interventions on unemployed persons may comprise, for 
instance, debt advice services -as unemployed persons may be prone to over indebtedness due to the loss 
of income and restricted access to formal credit channels-; or housing services -if over indebtedness results 
in evictions or foreclosures-. These are only two examples of the multifaceted social service needs 
associated to LTU. 

In line with the diversity of services mentioned above, Eurodiaconia members cover a very wide and diverse 
range of users. Their services may target people who recently lost their jobs, young persons with difficulties 
to find a first link to labour markets, people with job integration difficulties due to health conditions or 
substance abuse problems or persons with disabilities for whom employment is a path towards social 
integration, among others. A publication, Services for work and social inclusion of long-term unemployed 
persons. Good practice from Eurodiaconia members (forthcoming), will offer an overview on such services.  

How is the European Union involved? 
 

Employment policies are prominent in the growth objectives of the EU and, accordingly, in its economic 
governance structures. The Europe 2020 strategy set the headline target of a 75% employment rate for the 
working age population on average for all Member States (as of 2015, the rate stands at 70,1%).  

                                                      
3 According to economic theory, the re-employment wage is lower because it accounts for the depreciation of skills or, 
simply, because there is an excess supply of work due to the significant pool of unemployed persons. The more job-
seekers, the lower equilibrium wages will be.  
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Employment objectives are also stressed within the European Semester. Together with the general growth 
objectives and economic policy guidelines set by the Annual Growth Survey, the Semester incorporates a 
thematic analysis on employment in the Joint Employment Report (JER)4. The messages of the Joint 
Employment Report are underpinned by the indicators presented in its so called scoreboard, which looks at 
employment trends in each Member State through six indicators. They are: 

• the unemployment rate; 
• the youth unemployment rate; 
• the rate of young people who are neither in employment, nor in education or training (NEETs); 
• the real gross disposable income of households; 
• the at-risk-of-poverty rate of the working-age population; 
• income inequality as determined by the ratio between the top fifth of the population and the 

bottom fifth. 
 

This range of indicators do not solely deal with employment variables and take into account social and 
income elements, which introduce notions on the quality of jobs and labour markets in the JER assessment. 

The focus on employment in the Semester process is consistent with the political priorities of the current 
Commission. Upon taking office in 2014, President Juncker stressed the need to create jobs as the main 
priority of his mandate. He also acknowledged, however, the need to tackle other pressing issues going on in 
EU labour markets, such as the need to improve the quality of jobs; address the rising figures of working 
poor and the increased inequalities in labour markets. Whilst these are issues related to people on jobs, it is 
necessary to underline the links between the quality of jobs (or lack of) and unemployment. Indeed, one of 
the main implications of less quality (and security) of jobs is the increased fluidity between employment and 
unemployment.  

In the last years, the flagship EU initiative against unemployment targeted young people in line with the 
disproportionate effect of the job crisis on this group. In April 2013, the Youth Guarantee 
Recommendation5 was formally adopted to encourage Member States to set up guarantee schemes that 
enable young people's successful transition into work. Such schemes would target all young people up to 25 
years old, they would consist of a quality offer of a job, continued education, an apprenticeship or a 
traineeship, the offer should come within four months of leaving formal education or becoming unemployed. 
 
In parallel with the Guarantee, the Council also launched the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) to increase 
the EU financial support available to the regions where young unemployment is highest (above 25%). The 
YEI is expected to continue during the period 2017-2020 with an increased budget of € 2 million above the 
initially allocated €6 million for the whole 2014-2020 framework. 

 

The 2015 Council Recommendation on the integration of long-term 
unemployed people in the labour market  
 
The next major initiative against LTU had a broader ambition, in line with the general impact of LTU across 
different groups of people. In September 2015, the European Commission issued a Proposal for a Council 

                                                      
4 The Joint Employment Report is an actual part of the Semester process and is published around February. However, a 
draft Joint Employment Report is already available in November. To read the 2017 Draft Joint Employment Report, 
please click here. For an in-depth analysis of the document, see Eurodiaconia’s European Semester Quarterly, 
December 2016, Issue 4 (forthcoming).  
5 Council Recommendation of 22 April 2013 on establishing a Youth Guarantee (2013/C 120/01) 
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Recommendation on the integration of long term unemployed people in the labour market6. The proposal, 
subsequently endorsed by the council of the European Union on December 2015, followed the steps of the 
2008 Recommendation on Active Inclusion, which set out ‘a comprehensive strategy for active inclusion for 
those excluded from the labour market, combining adequate income support, inclusive labour markets and 
access to quality services’. The 2015 Recommendation acknowledged a persistent lack of personalized 
services and a lack of continuity in their delivery. Both elements cause a very high share of relapses into 
unemployment among people who have already been under such status.  
 
Against this backdrop, the Recommendation put forward three elements for more effective integration of 
long-term unemployed persons:  

 
- encourage early registration of jobseekers to employment services, with stepped-up information on 

the support available for unemployed persons;  
- ensure that registered long-term unemployed persons are offered in-depth individual assessment  

and guidance during the period between 12 and 18 months of unemployment, with specific attention 
to barriers to employment; 

- provide job-integration agreements,  at the very latest when people reach 18 months of 
unemployment, consisting of a tailor-made offer of integration framed under a setting of mutual rights 
and obligations. 

Eurodiaconia’s position on the recommendation 
 
Eurodiaconia has recognized the Recommendation as a step in the right direction for its focus on personal 
case management as a key strategy to the integration of unemployed persons. Moreover, the recognition of 
social services as necessary complements to employment services acknowledges the essential contribution 
made by the former in order to guarantee that inclusion is both professional and social, and hence 
sustainable. Nevertheless, Eurodiaconia underlined some weaknesses in the Recommendation7: 
 

• Eurodiaconia questioned the call for ‘reinforced responsibility from job-seekers in the framework of 
the in-depth individual assessment and the job integration agreement’, if it translates into a turn 
towards activation. This would create higher pressure for job-seekers to accept any job, regardless 
of its quality and matching with workers’ skills and expectations; 

• Eurodiaconia questioned the emphasis made to ‘effectiveness’ of employment services, which could 
promote result-oriented interventions only. These will cream users who are easier to integrate and 
leave behind those with more complex needs; 

• in this regard, the recommendation treats LTU persons as one uniform entity, without mention to the 
different needs of different group of users; 

• the recommendation overlooks civil society as providers of work inclusion services; 
• the acquisition of new skills –as well as the recognition of prior ones-, as one major strand of active 

labour market policies, is absent from the Recommendation;  
• there is no mention to the ‘quality’ of jobs, which is crucial to guarantee sustainable employment and 

prevent new unemployment spells;  
• there is no ad hoc funding earmarked for the implementation of the Recommendation, which instead 

calls for making best use of existing EU funds. 

                                                      
6
 European Commission, Proposal for a Council Recommendation on the integration of the long-term unemployed into 

the labour market, COM (2015) 462 final 
7 Eurodiaconia’s full assessment of the Recommendation is here.  These views have been presented by Eurodiaconia to 
relevant EU stakeholders at several events and discussions (see section on ‘further information and links’ in this 
briefing).   
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Next steps  
 
As the Recommendation needs to be adopted by Member States on a voluntary basis, some of follow-up 
initiatives have been discussed at the Employment Committee of the Council, which gathers Ministries in 
charge of labour policies in the EU.  
 
The aim is to plan the Recommendation’s implementation together with regions and member states. As the 
European Commission (through the Social Protection Committee and the Employment Committee) has the 
mandate to monitor the Recommendation, it is working on a specific set of indicators to measure the 
implementation of the provisions contained in it; e.g. the provision of job integration agreements, the timing 
of such agreements, the provision of individual assessment and reassessments. National ministries are 
expected to input on these indicators and endorse them.  
 
In addition, the Commission is organizing national seminars in countries where the LTU rate is particularly 
high. The purpose of these seminars is to get a better understanding of current local initiatives, in order to 
suggest ad hoc policies. Concerning the use of the ESF for the implementation of the Recommendation, 
there have been requests for its better use during Council negotiations of the mid-term review of the 
Multiannual Financial Framework for 2014-2020. 
 

The New Skills Agenda for Europe 
 
The New Skills Agenda for Europe8, launched in June 2016, represents another important tool against long-
term unemployment because skills are a key requirement to favour re-integration into labour markets. In fact, 
about half of LTU persons are considered low-skilled. In addition, labour markets witness an increased 
mismatch of skills between the supply and demand of labour, which may result in increased obstacles to 
employment. More generally, the Agenda aims to promote a better anticipation of future skills needs, 
develop better matching between skills and the needs of labour markets, and to bridge the gap between the 
worlds of education and work. 
 
To achieve these goals, the Agenda centers its 10 actions on 3 strands of intervention. 
 

• Improving the quality and relevance of skills formation 
• Making skills and qualifications more visible and comparable 
• Advancing skills intelligence, documentation and informed career choices 

 

The Skills Guarantee  
 
One of the main initiatives of the Agenda is the creation of a Skills Guarantee –it is also the first action 
developed- to address low skill levels among certain groups of people. In particular, the Skills Guarantee 
aims to increase the levels of literacy, numeracy and digital skills among low-skilled adults regardless to their 
employment status, and it focuses on people older than 25 who cannot benefit for the Youth Guarantee. The 
Skills Guarantee aims to bring its beneficiaries towards an upper secondary qualification level, in cooperation 
with social partners, education and training providers, as well as local, regional and national authorities. To 
achieve this, the Skills Guarantee is built around three steps:  
 

• a skills assessment , enabling enable low-qualified adults to identify their existing skills and the 
skills they need to improve or achieve; 

                                                      
8
 COM (2016) 381/2, A New Skills Agenda. Working together to strengthen human capital, employability and 

competitiveness. 
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• a learning offer , consisting of an education and training offer tailored to the specific needs of the 
individual and his or her possibilities of integration into the labour market; 

• the validation and recognition of skills acquired, with both processes understood as identifying, 
assessing and recognizing the skills and competences which people develop through their lives and 
in different contexts (education, work and participation in civil society organisations).  

Public bodies responsible for implementing the Skills Guarantee are encouraged to set up public-private 
partnerships to that aim. Social and community services, together with civil society organisations are 
explicitly mentioned in this respect. 
 
At the moment, the Recommendation has not been adopted yet by the EU Council. Therefore, there is no 
concrete timing for its implementation9. As in the case of the Recommendation on LTU, there is no ad hoc 
funding foreseen for the Skills Guarantee besides the European Structural and Investment Funds and 
Erasmus+ in their current forms and quantities. 
 
Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals 
 
The second strand of the New Skills Agenda, aimed at ‘making skills more visible and comparable’, contains 
another key action for work inclusion: a Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals.  
 
While this second initiative has not yet been fully elaborated, the Skills Profile Tool is specifically targeting 
migrants and refugees in order to enable their integration into EU labour markets. It aims at addressing the 
relatively lower skill levels among non-EU citizens or the lack of recognition of skills by receiving countries.  
 
Building on this diagnosis, the Skills Profile Tool has been put forward to assist the services in charge of 
identifying and documenting the skills, qualification and experience of incoming individuals. In particular, 
such support will translate into training opportunities for the staff employed in reception facilities. In addition, 
the tool singles out the importance of language training to speed up the integration of third-country nationals. 
Language training will, therefore, be enhanced through online language opportunities for migrants and 
refuges through the Erasmus+ programme. 
 
Eurodiaconia produced an assessment10 of the New Skills Agenda, acknowledging the Agenda as a positive 
initiative towards boosting employment, competitiveness and economic growth in Europe whilst ensuring 
social inclusion and well-being as well. Moreover, Eurodiaconia appreciated the fact that the Agenda wass 
not only looking at skills conducive to labour market integration; it also covered ‘social skills’ which foster 
social inclusion through deeper integration in their communities. 
 
Beyond this, Eurodiaconia mentioned two main elements of concern. Firstly, the missed opportunity to link 
the Agenda with the integration of long-term unemployed persons in an explicit manner. Apart from the Skills 
Guarantee, with clear relevance for LTU persons, there is no mention to how the Agenda can bring forward 
the provisions contained in the Council Recommendation on LTU. Secondly, Eurodiaconia is concerned on 
the role and purpose of the Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals. The Tool is supposed to be part of 
a broader framework, the Action Plan on the Integration of Third Country Nationals11. In the Action Plan, the 
approach to skilling actions applicable to migrants is broader than what is prescribed by the Tool and not 
restricted to labour market inclusion only. In the Action Plan, there is reference to opportunities for upskilling, 
non-formal skilling actions and civil education. The focus on skills’ identification and documentation in the 
Skills Profile Tool risks concentrating integration efforts on the better skilled migrants, leaving behind those 
who are less likely to integrate more promptly in EU labour markets. 

                                                      
9
 However, a 1 year limit for the implementation at Member State-level is mentioned in the Communication. 

10 Eurodiaconia’s full assessment of the Recommendation is here. 
11

 COM(2016) 377 final 
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What can members do? 
 
Eurodiaconia members are encouraged to give feedback to the Secretariat on the implementation at 
Member State level of the measures presented. Information on projects dealing with long-term unemployed 
persons is also welcome to support our advocacy efforts and mainstream good practice which applies the 
guiding principles of such initiatives.    

Further information and links 
 
Eurodiaconia response to the European Commission’s proposal for a Council Recommendation on the 
integration of the long-term unemployed into the labour market…here. 
 
Eurodiaconia response to the New Skills Agenda for Europe…here. 
 
Eurodiaconia Debate on Long-Term Unemployment, 20 April 2016, report available here.  
 
2016 Annual Convention for Inclusive Growth. Side event on Long-Term Unemployment (co-organized by 
Eurodiaconia)…read more  
 
 
 
 


