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The world is changing rapidly and many challenges are being faced in Europe today, as well as 

increasing political divides. There are industry 4.0, democracy crisis, social division and ethnicity 

crisis, and, most recently, health and safety issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Many 

Europeans fear the future as they no longer suppose they will be able to maintain employed while 

the global economy will be in a deep crisis as a result of previously mentioned. This fear is 

natural as it always comes in times of large technological changes and today, many are talking 

about the fourth industrial revolution in the process, bringing automation, digitization, and 

robotization using modern smart technologies. Thus, the employment and overall wealth seem to 

be in danger once again and the situation appears even more serious if we take into account all 

the other challenges Europe is currently facing. 

 

EU project crisis staved off? 

In the last decade, there has been a growing feeling of disconnection among the members of the 

European Union, as well as its citizens and those who represent them. Eurosceptic and populist 

movements were fueled by the EU’s lack of action in terms of dealing with the crisis and an 

increasing lack of confidence in the EU by citizens who do not feel heard. Questioning the EU’s 

legitimacy and sustainability became an every-day topic not only inside the EU, but also globally. 

 

The 2014 European Parliament elections served as a demonstration of the ongoing crisis as the 

voter turnout was the lowest in the history of the European Union1. Followed by the British 

referendum in 2016 where 52 % of participants voted in favor of leaving the EU, as well as 

never-ending conflicts concerning the migration crisis, it seemed like the European cooperation 

as we knew it was inevitably coming to its end. Consequently, many civil society organizations 

put strong pressure on developing new projects and initiatives to save the situation and reach the 

EU’s citizens in order to show them the bright side of the European project and find new ways 

for the voters to have their voices heard. 

 

And it indeed worked. The next EP elections recorded an unprecedented rise in voter turnout, as 

previously, the average participation was decreasing with every election since 19792. In five 

years, the average voter turnout per member state has risen from an alarming 42,61 % to 50,66 

%3. This unexpected increase in participation, especially among the younger voters, has given 

hope to many that the EU’s crisis is finally lessening. However, a need for a complex 

transformation in European cooperation is still in the air. The 2019 EP elections results showed a 

general rejection of traditional parties which resulted in a change in the overall political 

landscape in the institution. 

 

Change in the European political landscape 

The former power of the European parliament, the European People’s Party (EPP) and the 

Socialists and Democrats (S&D) coalition, has lost its great influence. It is the fraction called 

Renew Europe and the Greens who are considered as the winners of the last elections. The 

institution has also become ideologically slightly less divided; however, the European parliament 

fragmentation remains, a fact which leads to difficulties finding compromises. This is important 

as it is expected that the EP influence will continue to increase gradually throughout this term, 

 
1  European Parliament, https://europarl.europa.eu/election-results-2019/en/turnout/ 
2  Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/300427/eu-parlament-turnout-for-the-european-elections/ 
3  Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/300427/eu-parlament-turnout-for-the-european-elections/ 



 

 

especially with the support of the European Commission who currently holds a near-monopoly 

on the legislative initiative. In July 2019, with her Political Guidelines4, Ursula von der Leyen, 

the then newly elected President of the European Commission, expressed a will to strengthen the 

cooperation with the European Parliament to build a better system of law-making on the EU 

level. She also made herself clear by supporting the recognition of a right of legislative initiative 

for the European Parliament, as she considers this an important step towards a more effective 

European governance. 

 
Remaining challenges 

Although the last European Parliament elections showed an increase in the general interest of the 

European Union, it looks it may still not be enough to battle the economic depression. The 

turnout was still less than 30 % in certain countries (Croatia, Slovakia) which contrasts with 

results from Belgium, for example, with almost 90 % attendance. This shows that Euroscepticism 

remains an issue. But in order to ensure overall wealth and prosperity, it is more important than 

ever to stay united and supportive of each other. Cooperation is key, especially in times of 

economic downturns. The EU citizens request a revision of the basis of the project, demanding a 

more democratic approach: it will be necessary to continuously build a strong bridge between 

them and their representatives, creating a much more complex room for expression of their ideas 

and positions. The Ursula von der Leyen’s project of the Conference on the Future of Europe 

where citizens are invited to help to build the EU’s future together is a promising start and it 

definitely should be followed by similar initiatives. 

 

Building unity across Europe has never been an easy task and it is not about to get any easier 

either. The Brexit transition period ends on 31st December 2020. Regardless of the (more or less 

favorable) nature of the final agreements between the EU and its former member, we are going to 

enter 2021 with a much more limited budget. The UK was one of the member states who were 

contributing to the EU more than they were getting out.5 The European Commission would like 

to increase the amounts of pay to the remaining countries in order to keep running important 

projects and investments – but other net contributors to the budget have been long demanding to 

lower the rates. 

 

Speaking of budget issues, the start of a new decade might become a turning pointing for the EU-

China relations. For some time now, Beijing has been dividing the EU member states, usually 

throughout various forms of economic and cultural partnerships ("Belt and Road" infrastructure 

project, 17+1 grouping, etc). In the era of new technological opportunities, having a strategic 

partner is a vital part of success. But is it possible for Europe to stay united? Some are for a 

decidedly pro-transatlantic partnership in all areas and hold their fingers crossed for a more 

traditional transatlantic candidate in the presidential elections coming, Joe Biden. (It is hard to 

say how many of these who currently refuse any extra collaboration with Beijing would 

reconsider if Trump gets re-elected.) Some of the EU countries, however, are already bonded 

with China through large investments coming from the East. This represents big leverage that 

Beijing holds over the decisions of these countries. Two years ago, the European Commission 

published a paper “EU-China – A strategic outlook” where it recognized that “the balance of 

challenges and opportunities presented by China has shifted”. Ever since, von der Leyen has been 

trying to present this aim of taking a more hardline on China as a general will – while having to 

deal with states lacking money and Germany’s significant dependence on Chinese exports. 

Today, we are standing in front of another major technological step – the implementation of the 

5G network. Huawei is at the forefront of upgrading Europe’s networks but for what price? 

 
4  European Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf 
5   Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/316691/eu-budget-contributions-by-country/ 



 

 

Letting aside general influence and diplomatic shift for Europe as a whole; it is highly 

improbable that this would not affect Europe’s continuous fragmentation in a bad way. 

 

And finally, there come concerns about the development of the European labor market. So far, 

wage developments and the labor market have proven to be resilient to the continuous economic 

slowdown.6 However, due to the global pandemic and the following “Great Lockdown”, there 

was no possibility to avoid a significant instant slowdown in the labor market and consumption 

as well as a rising economic uncertainty. These might have an impact on the general increasing 

economic anxiety which is key to prevent chaos and radicalization. 

 

Labor market transformations and its consequences 

With a crisis comes a higher unemployment rate. An increasing number of unemployed 

represents a deadweight for every economy as it requires a greater amount of money spent on 

benefits. Nevertheless, the unemployed will, in general, never be able to prosper the way they 

could if they were working. This will result in an economic slowdown, inflation, and a general 

shortage of money in circulation. It is commonly known how important is the relationship 

between economic prosperity and political stability. Every economic crisis comes along with an 

increased risk of extremist movements which are always a threat to democratic countries. 

 

Technology changes in the labor market and society often causes social inequalities. AI-driven 

automation is expected to hit not only low and middle-wage jobs but also some traditional high-

wage ones. It is not true that we will be lacking job opportunities; however, the transformation of 

the labor market is sure coming and we must adapt to these progressive changes. The best way to 

do that is via educational and re-skilling systems which can help the European workforce to 

adapt. Furthermore, social security systems need to be revised so that they are flexible and 

convenient considering the individual political-economic situation in the region.  

 

Governments alongside the EU will play an important role in reshaping the educational systems 

and supporting the overall adaptation of workers to new conditions. Every country must find its 

plan on how to overcome these transformations. That being said, individual European countries 

must cooperate and inspire each other with model solutions. Europe has not yet reached the point 

where a blanket single solutions can be applied as a response to the crisis. We are too diverse and 

the individuality and uniqueness of every member state require individual approaches. This is not 

necessarily good or bad but it is a fact we must accept and adjust to. I would like to mention four 

ways to keep up with the technological developments (let aside education whose importance can 

never be emphasized enough): Danish flexicurity, negative income tax, and the minimum wage 

compared to the labor unions. 

 

Danish flexicurity, NIT, minimum wage7 

The first solution to how to adapt is implementing a well-known flexicurity (merge of flexibility 

and security) system that was adopted in Denmark in the nineties of the 20th century. The 

concept originated in the Netherlands but it was not until it got into Denmark when the idea was 

truly developed. The first characteristic of the Danish system is a flexible labor market. This 

means that the process of hiring and firing is much easier and quicker than average. This ensures 

that the labor market stays flexible to reconfigure the workforce to adapt to changing market 

conditions, however, there is surely very little room for error as firing is a common everyday act 

for many employers. But there comes the second pillar: security. The social security network is 

composed of unemployment insurance and social assistance. It can be stated that Danish 

unemployment benefits are quite generous which appeases the fear of getting unemployed. That 

 
6 Eurostat 
7  PRÁT, Šárka, Fear of the Future, "Liberal remedies to European unemployment", p. 115-133,  

 https://www.liberalforum.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Updated_FOTF_PDF.pdf 



 

 

being said, Danish wages are still attractive enough to maintain the general motivation of finding 

a job and to prevent unwanted exploitation of the system from the citizens’ part. Indeed, the 

continuous immigration in Denmark that brought a considerable number of possibly low-wage 

workforce showed a weak point of the system that expected to work with an ambitious society; 

this inflow of passive benefit receivers has not been an advantageous turn of events for the 

Danish economy – but, if we look at the main idea, there is a great potential. 

 

Another way to respond to the current labor market transformation is by implementing the 

negative income tax. The idea of NIT is still rather theoretical, at least in Europe, although there 

is currently a similar system adopted in the USA (Earned Income Credit) which has been quite a 

success. In short, NIT provides government assistance to those whose salary does not meet the 

lowest level of taxable income by giving all individuals an additional predetermined set 

percentage that would make up the difference between their income and the lowest taxable 

income set by a nation. Thus, NIT is a very efficient system where the money is taxed from 

higher earners and distributed among those who qualify for this form of financial aid. If 

implemented correctly, the NIT system could help combat poverty and increase the standard of 

living as well as making easier the system of a typical European welfare state where governments 

offer various financial support on specific items, such as food and housing. 

 

Next, we have a minimum wage. Most of the European countries have set a minimum wage to 

ensure livable pay for everyone. However, every time we increase this number, which is 

necessary as it should always take into account the inflation growth rate, the unemployment rate 

tends to grow too. Especially for less experienced groups of people seeking work, such as 

students or graduates, this represents a serious problem as their chances to get the job decrease 

alarmingly. Many countries have started to call for an end to the minimum wage and to apply 

different methods, such as NIT, or simply to follow the Nordic model of a free market. In 

Sweden, Denmark, or Finland, there is no government-enforced minimum wage as their system 

depends on the work of labor unions that make sure to negotiate and regulate wages. It is 

characteristic for these countries to have a higher unemployment rate but most of the unemployed 

are jobless for a short time. Their unemployment benefits are one of the highest in Europe so that 

it supports the idea of a flexible labor market where people do not fear quitting the job to find 

themselves in a different area. At the same time, most of the Nordic people are still motivated to 

work as it is far more lucrative for all medium and high-skilled jobs. This has, however, created 

an issue as the Nordic countries have been struggling with a constant inflow of low-skilled 

immigrants who choose to rely on the unemployment benefits rather than to work. Therefore, if 

we applied the Nordic system in the rest of Europe, the consequences for certain countries like 

Italy or Greece could be severe as the number of low-skilled immigrants is much higher there 

than in Northern Europe. That being said, the core of this system relying greatly on the labor 

unions to control the wages as a counterweight to the minimum wage is worth considering. 

 

Education as a key 

In the end, it all goes back to the importance of education. Europe is currently in a desperate need 

of an educational reform where practical skills needed for jobs will be acquired already during 

studies and lifelong learning becomes an everyday thing. According to data provided by Eurostat, 

only one-fourth of the European employees have learned their current job skills at school or 

university. Most of them have adapted within the first weeks in the new job with help of friends 

or colleagues. That is a clear demonstration of a gap in our general educational system. Current 

IT illiteracy is also a problem that requires a quick solution. According to EU statistics, almost 

half of working citizens in the EU lack sufficient IT skills.8 Society will not be able to face newly 

 
8  European Commission, The 2018 ICILS, https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/document-library-docs/icils-2018-policy-note.pdf 



 

 

created demands without sufficient education. All of the new digital cybernetic changes are 

related to education. 

 

But what is the best – and most realistic – approach for an educational reform in Europe? Should 

we fully embrace digitalization in this area or remain rather traditional while adopting new 

effective attitudes towards certain areas? The digitalization of education is a powerful trend in 

terms of reformation and modernization of the global education environment. We might state that 

the new system should contribute to creative development, as well as critical thinking and 

student’s initiative to learn something new in this personalized way. Creators of classwork and 

lessons of the future should abandon the mindset of their sole purpose of providing transfer of 

knowledge. We live in democratic countries where the Internet is an open and free source of 

information. Educational programs based on pure fact provision are no longer needed. By 

contrast, we need to focus on developing the ability to learn and to adopt practical skills from the 

very beginning. 

 

Recently, the European Commission has adopted The Digital Education Action Plan for years 

2021-2027 with great stress put upon digital technologies.9 This strategy aims to „learn from the 

COVID-19 crisis during which technology was being used at a scale never seen before in 

education and training” and to „make education and training systems fit for the digital age”. 

Considering the global struggle of the instant switch to the completely digital form in the 

education area is certainly a great move. This experience has shown us many benefits of 

digitalization as well as our weak points, and it examined our readiness. Using this to formulate a 

modern system of education is vital and it could represent a significant step to get us closer to the 

education system of tomorrow.  

 

Conclusion 

To sum up, with every rapid advance in technology, governments are pressurized to ensure the 

right measures to avoid all sorts of crises. A crucial move is to revise the current unemployment 

benefits to make sure they will provide the jobless with a possibility to hold out in calm until they 

re-enter the workforce. In addition, governments must ensure a suitable educational system so 

that the unemployed do not enter the market completely inexperienced (as it is common with the 

graduates) and that they are given an opportunity to re-skill. Governments must make sure their 

citizens are given the possibility to skill themselves in order to be able to enter the workforce. 

The new digital era will create new job opportunities and new types of jobs requiring new skills. 

The current European welfare system might transform too as a different approach is possible with 

the NIT. Finally, there is a big question mark upon the efficiency of the minimum wage and the 

new possibilities emerging from emphasizing the role of the labor unions.  

 

To not just endure, but to profit from this period of rapid transformations, Europe must look to 

model countries for help finding the right answers. Maintaining a strong diplomatic position 

globally should also not be underestimated. No matter how ideologically divided in certain areas 

Europe may be, maintaining our current allies and neutral partnerships is necessary. Working 

together and building mutual trust is the best way to live through the next decade while profiting 

the most out of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9  European Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en 


