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A major strategic goal set by the European Heads of Government in the Lisbon summit at the 

beginning of the new millennium was to make of Europe by 2010 the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge – based economy in the world. Education and training are key ingredients of 

the strategy. This report looks at workplace training in Europe. Workplace training is received 

while in employment, is usually provided by the employer and covers a substantial part of 

education after labour market entry. The tension between policy targets at the European level and 

the behaviour of firms is that business firms are equipped to maximize profits, not collective 

objectives.  

Training participation and intensity differs significantly among European countries. While the 

UK, France and Scandinavian countries invest more than the US, the countries in the “olive belt” 

(Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain), invest substantially less. Large and innovative European firms 

train more than small and non- innovative firms. The lower average training incidence in countries 

of the Southern “olive belt” is due both to their larger share of small firms and to the fact that these 

firms train relatively less than firms of similar size in Northern Europe.  

In Europe, as in the US, training increases with educational attainment and decreases with age. 

Women take more training than men, but young women  train less than young men. On average, 

temporary workers get trained less often.  The large difference in average training incidence 

between Northern and Southern European countries is also a difference in their ability to invest in 

research and development and to spend on ICT. Training is also lower in countries with more 

stringent anti-competitive product market regulation. A decrease in product market regulation 

across Europe in the past years has facilitated average training investment. Increased labour market 

flexibility, on the other hand, has had mixed effects: the diffusion of temporary work has reduced 

training incidence, but training has increased with the almost general reduction in the employment 

protection of regular labour.  

Training policies can be justified on efficiency and on equity grounds. There is scarce evidence 

that training provided by firms is lower than the socially optimal level. Lack of evidence on under-



provision is a reason to be prudent when advocating policies that stimulate training. Such measures 

include regulatory interventions – such as payback clauses, apprenticeship contracts, the 

certification of training and its recognition on a European basis – as prescribed by the Copenhagen 

declaration, and co-financing measures which fund employers and employees who invest in 

training.  

Equity is important. The European Union gives to it a prominent role in its Lisbon Strategy, 

using such keywords as “equal opportunity” and “social inclusion”. Contrary to the United States, 

individuals coming from disadvantaged European households not only are less likely to attain 

higher and better education, but also fail to become recipients of company training. Importantly, 

differences in family background correlate closely in countries such as Italy and Spain with 

regional disparities: poorer regions have both an average poor family background and lower 

training incidence.  

Equity policies include tax and subsidies to individuals, such as vouchers and learning 

accounts. However, since workers with lower educational attainment who train have significantly 

lower returns than workers with higher education,  an alternative policy which  trains the skilled, 

tax them and redistribute to the less skilled may be preferred. Such policy would breed a culture of 

social exclusion and dependence, which might be less acceptable in Europe than in the other side 

of the Atlantic.  

Since employers, unlike governments and unions, should not be expected to select the 

recipients of workplace training with an eye to undo the disadvantages created before labour 

market entry, policies aiming at the equality of opportunities should also consider schooling, 

because of its complementarity with training, and because most of the pre-college schooling in 

Europe is public.  

Employers may prefer to respond to technical progress and innovation not by re-training 

existing employees but by replacing them with new generations of school leavers, who have better 

and more updated general education. This is clearly a problem for senior employees, especially 

when they lose their jobs. Some have also voiced concern that pension reforms in Europe, which 

reduce the implicit tax on continuing work and delay retirement age, may damage the prospects of 

senior workers, who are less employable and more likely to end up in the unemployment pool. We 

show that this concern might be partly inflated, because workers over 50s tend to train more where 

the implicit tax on continuing work is lower.  

Training outcomes can be improved also indirectly. The Lisbon agenda includes among its 

goals: a) investments in research and development to be 3 percent of GDP in 2010 (only Sweden 

was above the target in the mid 1990s); 55 percent of the labour force aged 55-64 to be in work in 



2010; 70 percent of the labour force to be in work in 2010. We suggest that policies which try to 

attain these targets are likely to favour investment in workplace training, with reinforcing effects 

on the targets themselves. For instance, policies increasing female commitment to the labour 

market during childrearing years - including child care policies and maternity leave provisions – 

should lead to more training. Moreover, measures that help deregulating the product market and 

that reduce the incentives to retire are also expected to increase training incidence.  

We argue that what we know about workplace training in Europe is not enough to answer 

questions of pressing importance for policy design. Many training policies provide resources to 

employers and employees, but do they work? Do they have a real or a cosmetic effect? What are 

the deadweight losses? Compared to the US, evaluation studies of training policies in Europe are 

few. More needs to be done, both in terms of access to data and in terms of serious policy 

evaluation.  

 


