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Introduction

The European Union has made social inclusion and fair labour market access critical to its policy
agenda. While legislative progress has been made, large gaps persist for vulnerable groups,
particularly for people with disabilities and workers who support them in the social services
sector. These challenges and barriers are shaped by demographic change, labour shortages and
unequal access to education and employment. It is critical that these issues be addressed to
reach the goals of the European Pillar of Social Rights and foster an inclusive labour market for

people with disabilities.

Background

The Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE) 2025 report is the European

Commission’s flagship review of labour market and social trends across the European Union.
Published once a year, it provides a detailed analysis of the key challenges and opportunities
shaping Europe’s workforce and welfare systems.

The report informs the development of EU legislation and initiatives, guides Member States in
their own reforms, as well as informs social partners, civil society organisations, and
researchers to advocate for better policies.

The 2025 edition focuses on the sustainability of Europe’s labour supply in the face of
persistent shortages. It highlights the untapped potential of groups who remain
underrepresented in the workforce, including women, older people, migrants and people with
disabilities. By analysing these gaps, the report provides evidence on how inclusive labour
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markets can strengthen social cohesion and economic resilience, as well as policy
recommendations on how to increase labour force participation.

Key Findings

People with Disabilities

Labour Market Disparities

The standing of the labour market in the European Union for people with disabilities continues
to contain significant disparities. In 2024, only 56% of people with disabilities, aged 20-64, were
active in the labour force. This is in comparison to 84% of labour force activity of those without
disabilities. The unemployment gap is at a persistent 24% in 2024. This statistic increased
dramatically for people with severe disabilities at 45.5%. The barriers behind these gaps
include:

e Employer stereotypes about the productivity of people with disabilities.
e Overestimated costs of workplace accommodation.

e Lack of guidance to develop inclusive hiring practices.

e Exclusive hiring practices.

Education Gaps of People with Disabilities

Education is another area where people with disabilities face significant disadvantage. Only
35% of people with disabilities aged 25-34 completed tertiary education (college, university, or
vocational school). This is compared to 45.9% of people without disabilities. There is also an
increased rate of people with disabilities not in employment, education, or training (NEET).
This, as well as a lack of recent work experience, reduces opportunities to gain viable work
experience and complicates entry into the labour market.

Addressing the Gaps at the National Level

EU Member States have enacted a range of initiatives to try to close the gaps found in the
employment of people with disabilities, and their entry into the labour market. A variation of
these initiatives are supported employment schemes, such as Portugal’s Insertion Internships
and Croatia’s Employment Rehabilitation. These programs provide job coaching, vocational
rehabilitation, and customised employment opportunities. Training and skill development

:'**: Co-funded by 2
LA the European Union



W www.easpd.eu W info@easpd.eu W +3222383920 Avenue des Nerviens - 85 — Nerviérslaan 1040 Brussels

European Association of Service providers
for Persons with Disabilities

initiatives, like Slovenia’s Early Vocational Rehabilitation project, expand accessible education
and training pathways.

In terms of policy surrounding benefits, there is variation. Some countries are found to taper
social benefits when people with disabilities find employment, while others allow for partial
continuation. This reduces the so-called “benefit-trap”. Quota systems are another tool, as
some Member States require between 2% and 10% of jobs to be reserved for people with
disabilities. Hungary’s quota scheme notably increased the employment of people with
disabilities from 28.8% in 2011 to 44% in 2021, though quotas’ overall effectiveness remains
debatable.

There are best practices, such as Austria’s Service for Business program and Denmark’s Cabi
Consultants, which demonstrate the ways in which counselling and advisory services can help
employers implement and establish accommodations. However, challenges remain. This
includes digitalisation. While digitalisation expands the remote work option, there is an
increased risk of deepening social isolation and raising additional accessibility barriers if
telework technology is not adapted for the needs of people with disabilities. In a similar
manner, discrimination still exists. Financial incentives for employers, such as wage subsidies or
reductions in social security contribution, have shown mixed results and need to be tailored
carefully.

Social Services Sector

Overview

The social care and support sector in the European Union is under immense strain. This is
caused by a change in demographics, as well as an increase in demand for long-term and
community-based services. Labour shortages also affect this, as the demand for support
services rises at a faster rate than the supply of supporters and carers. Even when carers are
employed, underemployment is still very prevalent because part-time contracts are over-
utilised, employers pay out low salaries, and the potential for professional career growth is
limited. These factors make it quite difficult to retain staff, leading to a high turnover rate.
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Working Conditions

A key priority for policy makers is the improvement of working conditions. This includes
physical workplace adjustments, flexible and adaptable scheduling, as well as better
occupational health measures, which are essential for retaining workers in roles that are
mentally and emotionally taxing. The need for professional development and training in critical
areas is also very important.

Improving the quality of jobs in social care and support services has a direct effect on the
quality of care and support that is provided to people with disabilities. By developing the skills
of carers, workers can perform better quality jobs, improve standards of care and support, and
create more precise career paths within the social care sector. Investment in support
infrastructure is also critical. Increasing access to affordable, high-quality and long-term care
services supports both the workers and recipients of support and care, which in turn shall
relieve the pressure of families and informal carers.

Gender Dynamics

The dynamics of gender disparity are a central part of the challenges of the social care sector.
Women are found to provide the majority of both paid and unpaid care. The responsibilities of
unpaid caregiving significantly limit their participation in the broader labour market. Policies
that expand childcare and elder care provision, such as the European Child Guarantee, work to

reduce this balance. This, in turn, enables women to engage in the labour market and pursue
more stable employment.

Policies to Increase Workforce Participation

A critical part of the report is the variation of recommended policies to develop and increase
the participation of people with disabilities in the labour force. These policy recommendations,
as laid out in the report, include:
e Person-centred approaches and holistic multifaceted methods of support.
e Supported employment and other related approaches that help people with disabilities
secure and maintain paid employment.
e The provision of accessible mainstream education, training, upskilling, and vocational
rehabilitation for people with disabilities.
e Efforts to remove benefit traps.
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e The expanding accessible digitalisation, while providing technological training to limit
barriers of accessibility.

e The implementation of effective financial incentives for employers.

e The use of employment quota schemes that are appropriately designed.

e Combatting discrimination by reducing stereotypes and unconscious bias amongst
employers.

e Increasing awareness of and the implementation of workplace adaptations and
reasonable accommodations.

e The expansion of employer-focused mediation services and individual employers’
initiatives.

e Increased efforts to reduce the employment gap between people with disabilities and
those without.

The policy recommendations outlined in the report largely coincide and have also been
discussed by EASPD. Our Union of Skills position paper and paper on the upcoming Quality Jobs
Roadmap both examine these and other policy recommendations.
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