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of the paper and delineates how demographic change 
has developed as a political issue on the agenda of the 
European Commission over time. Here the focus is not 
on implemented population policy measures, but on 
how demographic issues are discussed: Which topics 
are high on the political agenda? Which aspects are 
raised? Which approaches are proposed to deal with 
the problems identified? How did the debate develop 
over time? Finally we will provide some conclusions in 
chapter 6. 

The aim of this paper is not to assess and evaluate how 
well the European Commission is dealing with the 
issue of demographic change, but to show how demo-
graphic change is discussed as a political issue at the 
European level. Therefore the sources we use are from 
the official representation of the European Commis-
sion in the form of their website and their publications, 
like White Papers, Communications and other relevant 
official reports.  
 
 
 

 

1

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this discussion paper is to shed light on the 
demographic agenda of the European Commission. It is 
part of Population Europe’s three-part discussion paper 
series, which provides in-depth insights into contem-
porary discussions among demographic experts from 
research, policy and civil society at the European level.1 
The first issue “Perspectives of Policy-Relevant Popula-
tion Studies” (Population Europe 2012) was devoted to 
the research perspective and provided an agenda of the 
most urgent topics and innovative approaches in the 
field of policy-relevant population studies. This second 
issue offers insights into how demographic change is 
discussed as a political challenge at the European Union 
(EU) level, specifically the European Commission. The 
third issue will focus on the perspective of European civil 
society actors on the issue of demographic change (Pop-
ulation Europe forthcoming). Together the three Popula-
tion Europe discussion papers provide an overview of 
how different actors approach the issue of demographic 
change and what the most important topics and aspects 
are from their point of view. This provides a foundation 
for informed exchange and discussions about one of the 
most pressing issues of our time, which requires close 
cooperation between different societal stakeholders to 
develop effective and sustainable solutions.

This discussion paper is divided into six parts. Chapter 1 
provides basic conceptual specifications and definitions 
on how population policies and demographic change 
are understood in this paper. Chapter 2 describes 
the institutional set-up and framework of population 
policies at the EU level: What is EU population policy? 
What are the political responsibilities of the European 
Commission in the fields this paper is concerned with? 
Who are the most important institutional bodies deal-
ing with these areas within the European Commission? 
Chapter 3 gives a short overview of how demographic 
issues are institutionally framed as areas of political 
action within the European Commission. Here the most 
relevant Directorates-General of the European Commis-
sion in terms of demographic change – within the focus 
of this paper – are presented, as well as how population 
policies are embedded in their portfolio. Chapter 4 
sheds light on the role of demographic change in the 
current political strategies and guidelines of the Euro-
pean Commission. Chapter 5 represents the main part 
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1. CONCEPTIONAL SPECIFICATIONS AND 
DEFINITIONS

To understand how demographic change is discussed at 
the political level in the EU, this paper focuses on the Eu-
ropean Commission as the executive body that propos-
es and develops policies and legislation, and represents 
the interests of the EU as a whole: “The Commission is 
centrally involved in EU decision-making at all levels and 
on all fronts. With an array of power resources and policy 
instruments at its disposal, and strengthened by the fre-
quent unwillingness or inability of other EU institutions 
to provide clear leadership, the Commission is at the 
very heart of the EU system” (Nugent 2010: 105).  

It is quite difficult to clearly define population policy, 
since it is a typical example of an umbrella policy that 
includes a number of different policy fields. It can be de-
scribed as government policies designed to affect the 
size, composition, distribution and growth rate of a pop-
ulation.2 Or as Demeny (1975: 147) framed it: “Population 
policies are customarily defined as purposeful measures 
aimed at affecting demographic processes, notably fer-
tility, mortality, and migration.” More specifically May 
(2005: 828) proposes defining population policies as 
“direct or indirect actions taken in the interest of the 
greater good by public authorities in order to address 
imbalances between demographic changes and other 
social, economic, and political goals.” In this paper we 
have a similar perspective, since we only concentrate 
on those population policy issues that are discussed di-
rectly in regard to the question of how to mitigate the 
consequences of demographic change. Concerning de-
mographic change we focus on the ageing of societies, 
which means the median age of a population increases 
because of an increasing number of older people (due 
to increasing longevity) and a comparably lower num-
ber of younger people (due to decreasing fertility levels). 
 
On the topical level we look at discussions about how 
to deal with demographic change in three issue fields 
that correspond to the basic demographic processes of 
mortality, fertility and migration, namely: (1) ageing and 
health, (2) fertility and family, and (3) migration. From 
this more narrow approach, policy fields of particular 
relevance for this paper are economic and social poli-
cies, health policies and migration policies which refer 
to demographic change.3   

Within the area of population policies one can distin-
guish between (1) direct political actions that set out to 
affect demographic change as such or address its conse-
quences directly, and (2) indirect actions, which are not 
aiming to influence demographic change directly, but 
may have the effect of doing so. In this paper we are only 
concerned with the discussion about direct political ac-
tions, namely with political actions discussed in relation 
to demographic change. A further important distinction 
of population policy measures is the one made by Mayer 
(2011) between administering and designing4,  which is 
similar to the distinction made by May (2005) between 
passive and active measures. Administering or passive 
measures centre around adapting to the effects of pop-
ulation change, for example, through the promotion of 
education and employment or the development of in-
frastructure strategies. In contrast, active or designing 
measures address the causes of population changes and 
are intended to influence basic demographic conditions 
and trends, such as health or the level of fertility.  

To summarise this discussion paper focuses on the ques-
tion of how demographic change (in the form of pop-
ulation ageing) is institutionalised on the level of the 
European Commission as a field of political activity and 
which approaches (in the areas of ageing and health, fer-
tility and family, and migration) are discussed over time 
to alleviate the consequences of demographic change 
for European societies.   

 
 
 
 
 



D I S C U S S I O N  P A P E R  |  D E C E M B E R  2 0 153

2. POPULATION POLICIES AT THE EU LEVEL

In general the EU is active in a number of policy fields 
as shown in Table 1. If we define population policy in a 
narrow sense (see chapter 1), three of these policy fields 
are particularly relevant: employment and social affairs, 
health policies, and the area of justice and citizens’ 
rights, which on the European level includes migration. 

Table 1  EU Policy Areas  

Source: http://europa.eu/pol/index_en.htm (25.09.2015)

As mentioned above all policy fields may be affected by 
demographic developments or may affect demographic 
developments themselves in one way or another. This 
is, of course, also true at the European level. Therefore 
– before turning to the three policy fields this paper will 
focus on – we will briefly give some examples of demo-
graphic change as an issue in other EU policy fields.
 
Within the field of economy and finance, the EU’s eco-
nomic governance framework aims to detect, prevent 
and correct problematic economic trends such as ex-
cessive government deficits or public debt levels, which 
can stunt growth and put economies at risk.5 Here the 
effects of demographic change are also considered. 
The responsible Directorate-General (DG) for Economic 
and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN) provides long-run eco-
nomic and budgetary projections directed at assessing 
the impact of an ageing population in so-called Ageing 
Reports, which have been published five times since 
2001.6 In these reports age-related expenditures cover-
ing pensions, health care, long-term care, education and 
unemployment benefits are projected and analysed. 
The projections contribute to a variety of policy debates 
at the EU level, including the overarching Europe 2020 
strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (see 
section 4.1). They are specifically used in the context of 
the European Semester 

7 to identify policy challenges, 

in the annual assessment of the sustainability of pub-
lic finances under the Stability and Growth Pact, in the 
Open Method of Coordination8 of pensions, health care 
and social inclusion, and in the analysis of the impact of 
ageing populations on the labour market and potential 
economic growth.  

The area of regions and local development is also rele-
vant in demographic terms. EU regional policy is charac-
terised as a strategic investment policy targeting all EU 
regions and cities in order to support job creation, com-
petitiveness, economic growth, improved quality of life 
and sustainable development.9 Regional policy is deliv-
ered through three main funds: the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund (CF) and 
the European Social Fund (ESF). The bulk of cohesion 
policy10 funding is concentrated on less developed Euro-
pean countries and regions in order to help them catch 
up and reduce economic, social and territorial disparities 
that still exist in the EU. Here demographic challenges 
(e.g. ageing and depopulation) also play an important 
role (e.g. DG REGIO 2008, Hungarian Presidency of the 
Council of the EU 2011). The responsible body within the 
European Commission is the DG for Regional and Urban 
Policy (DG REGIO). 

In the field of culture and education, the area of educa-
tion and training is particularly relevant in demograph-
ic terms.11 Each EU country is responsible for its own 
education and training systems. EU policy is designed 
to support national action and help address common 
challenges, such as ageing societies, skills deficits in 
the workforce, technological developments and global 
competition. In 2009 four common EU objectives to ad-
dress challenges in education and training systems by 
2020 have been defined – most of them also having a 
strong demographic dimension: (1) making lifelong 
learning and mobility a reality; (2) improving the quality 
and efficiency of education and training; (3) promoting 
equity, social cohesion, and active citizenship; (4) en-
hancing creativity and innovation, including entrepre-
neurship, at all levels of education and training. The DG 
for Education and Culture (DG EAC) is the responsible 
body within the European Commission.  
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The policy area of science and technology includes the 
field of research and innovation in which demographic 
aspects are considered as one of the big challenges of 
our times, e.g. in the EU initiative “Innovation Union”12, 
which uses public sector intervention to stimulate the 
private sector and to remove bottlenecks which prevent 
ideas from reaching the market. In terms of research 
funding the EU launched its latest 7-year programme 
“Horizon 2020” in January 2014, which provides almost 
€80bn of EU funding available up to 2020. Its goals 
are: (1) to strengthen the EU’s position in science; (2) to 
strengthen industrial innovation; and (3) to address ma-
jor social concerns, which also explicitly include popula-
tion ageing. The EU is also working to create a unified 
European Research Area, where researchers will be able 
to work anywhere in the EU and cooperation across bor-
ders will be supported and encouraged. The responsible 
body in the European Commission is the DG for Research 
and Innovation (DG RTD).  

Also in policy areas like agriculture, fisheries and food, 
demographic change plays a role, e.g. in the field of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). Here some demo-
graphic developments are seen as a serious challenge, 
for instance depopulation tendencies in rural areas or an 
ageing farming population. Furthermore a balanced ter-
ritorial development is one of the three long-term CAP 
objectives defined in the CAP Reform 2014-2020 (Euro-
pean Commission 2013e).13 The responsible body within 
the European Commission is the DG for Agricultural and 
Rural Development (DG AGRI). 

We will now turn to the three EU policy fields this paper 
focuses on, namely employment and social policies (2.1), 
health policies (2.2) and legal migration of third-country 
nationals (2.3). The following will provide short summa-
ries of the main treaty foundations and objectives, and 
the competences of the EU in the specific policy fields.14   

2.1 EMPLOYMENT AND SOCIAL POLICIES
 
The main objectives of EU employment and social policy 
are to increase employment rates and worker mobility, 
improve the quality of jobs and working conditions, in-
form and consult workers, combat poverty and social ex-

clusion, promote equal opportunities, combat discrimi-
nation and to modernise social protection systems. On 
the Commission’s official website, alleviating the effects 
of demographic ageing is explicitly mentioned as one 
of the main goals: “To counteract the impact of demo-
graphic ageing, EU employment and social policy is de-
signed to: ease the transition from school to work; make 
it easier to find a job; modernise social security systems; 
make it easier for workers to move freely around the EU; 
alleviate poverty; protect people with disabilities.”15  

It is important to note that the development and imple-
mentation of social policies are largely left to the discre-
tion of the Member States, since social policies are as-
sumed to be implemented more effectively at that level. 
The EU has no formal competences in social policies like 
family policy, social security systems or pensions. How-
ever, it does have the ability to legislate in the field of em-
ployment and social rights (e.g. gender equality), and on 
matters that affect the functioning of the internal mar-
ket, for instance, the free movement of people, which 
has a significant influence on other social policies at the 
national level (e.g. Parental Leave Directive 2010/18/EU). 
Overall, however, EU employment and social policy is 
mainly about coordinating separate independent na-
tional systems rather than harmonising them.  

The main policy instrument that the EU does have to in-
fluence national social policies is the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC). The OMC is a framework for coop-
eration that enables the EU to steer the national policies 
of the Member States towards common objectives that 
are subsequently monitored by the EU without using 
formal sanctions. In addition the EU can promote further 
‘soft law’ measures, such as codes of good practice. At 
the European Commission level the responsible body is 
the DG for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG 
EMPL; see section 3.1). 

2.2 HEALTH POLICIES  

The Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (2007) speci-
fies in article 168(1) that a “high level of human health 
protection shall be ensured in the definition and imple-
mentation of all Union policies and activities.” The main 
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objectives of EU health policies are to prevent diseases, 
promote healthier lifestyles, promote well-being, pro-
tect people from serious cross-border threats to health, 
improve access to health care, promote health infor-
mation and education, improve patient safety, support 
dynamic health systems and new technologies, and set 
high quality and safety standards for organs and other 
substances of human origin, medicinal products and de-
vices for medical use. 

In the field of health policy the EU has supporting com-
petences, which means the EU can only carry out actions 
to support, coordinate or supplement Member States’ 
actions. The EU does not define health policies, nor the 
organisation and provision of health services and medi-
cal care. The primary responsibility for health protection 
and health care systems lies with the Member States. 
The responsible body in the European Commission is 
the DG for Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE; see sec-
tion 3.2).

 
2.3 MIGRATION WITHIN THE FIELD OF JUSTICE 
AND CITIZENS’ RIGHTS  

The EU Treaty specifies the following objectives for the 
creation of an “Area of Freedom, Security and Justice” 
for EU citizens: ensure the free movement of persons, 
frame a common policy on asylum and immigration, 
offer a high level of protection to citizens, manage the 
EU’s external borders, cooperate at the judicial level in 
civil and criminal matters, police cooperation, and fight 
against crime. 

Two of these fields are especially relevant in demo-
graphic terms: free movement of EU citizens and immi-
gration from third countries. In this paper we will focus 
on the field of legal migration from third countries. We 
will not include issues of asylum and irregular migration 
since these aspects are usually not discussed as means 
of dealing with demographic change in Europe.16 We will 
also not include the issue of intra-EU mobility, which re-
fers to the migration of EU citizens to other EU Member 
States. Intra-EU mobility, of course, may also have sig-
nificant effects in demographic terms, but unfortunately 
we are not able to include this area because of reasons 

of feasibility in regard to the scope of this paper. 
   
The responsible body in the European Commission for 
legal migration is the DG for Migration and Home Af-
fairs (DG HOME; see section 3.3). The overall objectives 
of EU immigration policy as laid out in the EU treaty are 
twofold: Firstly the development of a common immigra-
tion policy aimed at ensuring, at all stages, the efficient 
management of migration flows, fair treatment of third-
country nationals residing legally in Member States, and 
the prevention of, and enhanced measures to combat, 
illegal immigration and trafficking of human beings. 
Secondly EU immigration policies should be governed 
by the principle of solidarity and fair sharing of respon-
sibility, including its financial implications, between the 
Member States. 

Regarding legal migration policies the EU can determine 
the conditions of entry and residence for third-country 
nationals entering and residing legally in one Member 
State for purposes of employment, study or family reuni-
fication. This ability, however, is shared with the Member 
States, who have the right to determine admission rates 
for people coming from third countries to seek work. 
On the level of migrant integration the EU may provide 
incentives and support for measures taken by Member 
States to promote the integration of legally residing, 
third-country nationals, but there is no provision for the 
harmonisation of national laws and regulations.

Before turning to the question of how demographic 
change is discussed as a political issue in the current po-
litical strategies of the EU (chapter 4) and how the de-
bate has developed over time (chapter 5), we will give 
a short overview in the following chapter of the most 
relevant Directorates-General related to the policy ar-
eas of employment and social policy, health policy and 
migration policy, and show how population policies are 
embedded in their portfolio.  
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3. DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE AS AN AREA 
OF POLITICAL ACTIVITY IN THE EUROPEAN 
COMMISSION

As shown in chapter 2, there are three DGs of the Euro-
pean Commission that are specifically addressing issues 
related to demographic change as understood in this 
paper: DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG 
EMPL), DG Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE), and DG 
Migration and Home Affairs (DG HOME). In the following 
each DG will be briefly introduced in the context of how 
it frames issues of demographic change in its political 
activities. Apart from these DGs, Eurostat – the statisti-
cal office of the European Commission – plays an impor-
tant role in providing a solid foundation of reliable and 
objective statistics concerning demographic develop-
ments in the EU, which informs and facilitates debates 
by providing facts, analysis and projections. This is not 
only essential in policy debates, but also to inform the 
general public and gather wider support for policy re-
forms (e.g. raising pension ages).17 

3.1 DG EMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL AFFAIRS AND 
INCLUSION (DG EMPL)  

The Commissioner responsible for DG EMPL in the cur-
rent legislative period is Marianne Thyssen from Belgium. 
The mission letter she received from European Commis-
sion President Jean-Claude Juncker specified duties and 
goals to reach during her mandate as Commissioner for 
Employment, Social Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility. 
Here demographic issues – next to the economic and 
financial crisis – play a central role: “Our population is 
ageing: longer life expectancy is a clear sign of progress 
but it has an impact on our workforce and we need to 
accommodate the costs that come with it. Inequalities 
have been on the rise and are calling into question the 
fairness and effectiveness of our social market economy. 
Our education and training systems are struggling to 
meet 21st century expectations, including longer work-
ing lives and digital skills. Labour market reforms have 
been implemented to a varying extent and there are 
still many obstacles to job creation and mobility in the 
workforce.”18 Against this background Juncker defines 
the focus of the Commissioner’s work to be the moderni-
sation of labour markets and social protection systems, 
promotion of the free movement of workers, develop-

ment of the skills level of the European workforce, and 
support of the work of the Commissioner for Migration 
and Home Affairs in developing a new European policy 
on legal migration to Europe to address skill shortages 
and to attract the talents that Europe needs. In addition 
Juncker specifies the overall aim as: “Ensuring that em-
ployment and social consideration, including the impact 
of ageing and skills needed are appropriately taken into 
account in all Commission proposals and activities”.19

On the DG EMPL website it states: “The European Union 
is facing unprecedented demographic changes (…). In 
light of these challenges it is important, both at the EU 
and the national level, to review and adapt existing poli-
cies.”20 Referring to the 2006 Communication of the Eu-
ropean Commission “The Demographic Future of Europe 
– From challenge to opportunity”, the following five key 
policy responses are highlighted (COM(2006) 571): 

1. supporting demographic renewal through better con-
ditions for families and improved reconciliation of work 
and family life;   

2. promoting employment – more jobs and longer work-
ing lives of better quality;  

3. increasing productivity and economic performance 
by investing in education and research;  

4. receiving and integrating migrants into Europe;  

5. ensuring sustainable public finances to guarantee ad-
equate pensions, health care and long-term care.
 

Table 2 Policies and Activities of DG EMPL. 

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1 

(25.09.2015)

DG EMPL differentiates its policy portfolio into nine 
areas of “policies and activities” (see table 2). Demo-
graphic change and related aspects are most compre-
hensively dealt with in the area of “social protection and 
social inclusion”.21 Here – apart from the economic crisis 
– demographic changes are described as “enormous” 
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challenges: “[T]he working-age population in Europe is 
shrinking, while the proportion of older people is grow-
ing. Solutions must be found to ensure sustainable and 
adequate social protection systems.”22   

Under the headline of “Social Protection and Social In-
clusion” in Table 2, DG EMPL specifies a number of ac-
tivity areas of which two are especially important in 
demographic terms: (1) social investment and (2) social 
protection:   

(1) Social investment is one of the core concepts DG 
EMPL is relying on to deal with the challenges of de-
mographic change. The concept refers to social policies 
designed to strengthen people’s skills and capacities, 
and to support their full participation in employment 
and social life over the life course. In the foreword of DG 
EMPL’s brochure on “Investing in Social Europe”, former 
Commissioner László Andor wrote: “Challenges must be 
turned into opportunities. Europe’s workforce is ageing 
and shrinking and we are certain to see labour market 
shortages in the future. We can restore and maintain 
prosperity in Europe if we invest in our human capital, 
from cradle to old age. Building up people’s professional 
and social skills, and ensuring they have an opportunity 
to apply them in the labour market, is an investment 
we need to make. It is what social investment is about” 
(European Commission 2013a). As shown in Table 3, DG 
EMPL especially emphasises seven goals related to its 
social investment approach.23

 
(2) In terms of social protection the main policy frame-
work is the Europe 2020 strategy (see section 4.1) and 
the Open Method of Coordination for social protection 
and social inclusion (Social OMC)24, which aims to pro-
mote social cohesion and equality through adequate, 
accessible and financially sustainable social protection 
systems and social inclusion policies. Through the Social 
OMC – and in collaboration with the Social Protection 
Committee25 – the EU provides a framework for national 
strategy development, as well as for coordinating poli-
cies between EU countries on issues related to health 
care, long-term care and pensions.    
 

Table 3 DG EMPL’s aims on the level of social investment 

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.

jsp?catId=1044&langID=en (25.09.2015) 

DG EMPL is also active in demographic analysis: Since 
2007 DG EMPL, together with Eurostat, provides regu-
lar European Demography Reports26, which lay out the 
main facts and figures concerning demographic change 
and discuss appropriate policy responses.27 Between 
2006 and 2013 a European Demography Forum was 
held every two years to give European policy makers, 
stakeholders and experts the opportunity to share their 
knowledge and to discuss how to best address demo-
graphic change in regard to different aspects. Further-
more DG EMPL provides a knowledge bank as an infor-
mation repository of facts and data on social protection 
and social inclusion for policy development and coop-
eration between Member States in the areas of social 
investment, demography and expert networks on social 
inclusion.28 In addition DG EMPL runs the European Plat-
form for Investing in Children (EPIC), which is an open 
platform where stakeholders and interested users can 
submit innovative and effective practices in the area of 
child and family policy.29   

DG EMPL also participates in the so-called European Se-
mester.30 This is part of the joint economic governance 
wherein the Commission proposes recommendations to 
Member States for the European Council to adopt within 
the EU growth and stability pact. Some of the recom-
mendations are about demographic change and relate 
to child education, reconciliation of work and private 
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life, integration of migrants and, most commonly, social 
services for older people, particularly pension systems. 
Under this recurring yearly process, Member State prog-
ress towards meeting the recommendations is assessed 
with a view to adapting the focus of national reforms. 

In a nutshell DG EMPL focuses on a broad array of as-
pects of demography and ageing, aiming for instance at 
fostering longer working lives, developing occupational 
and private pensions to supplement state pensions, in-
creasing the reconciliation of work and family life, pro-
moting gender equality and more. It does this foremost 
within the Open Method of Coordination mentioned 
above and principally by disseminating good practices 
across Member States. Overall, DG EMPL is the body 
within the European Commission that is concerned with 
demographic change most extensively, which can be 
seen by its comprehensive view on demographic chal-
lenges and on the question of how to best mitigate the 
consequences of ageing. DG SANTE and DG HOME – in 
correspondence with their responsibilities – are dealing 
primarily with those aspects of demographic change 
that are related to health (DG SANTE) and migration (DG 
HOME), which will be discussed in the following two sec-
tions. 

3.2 DG HEALTH AND FOOD SAFETY (DG SANTE) 

Since 2014 Vytenis Andriukaitis from Lithuania has been 
the Commissioner for Health and Food Safety. In its self-
description DG SANTE emphasises that – as well as being 
a value in itself – health is a precondition for economic 
prosperity and efficient spending on health can pro-
mote growth. Therefore Europe should invest wisely in 
health by spending smarter, but not necessarily more, in 
sustainable health systems, investing in people’s health 
and investing in health coverage as a way of reducing 
inequalities and tackling social exclusion.31 

The EU’s overall health strategy is laid out in the White 
Paper “Together for Health” (COM(2007) 630) and has 
three main objectives, which also all have a strong de-
mographic dimension: (1) fostering good health in 
an ageing Europe, (2) protecting citizens from health 
threats and (3) supporting dynamic health systems 

and new technologies. In regard to ageing DG SANTE 
emphasises: “Ageing is one of the greatest social and 
economic challenges of the 21st century for European 
societies. It will affect all EU countries and most policy 
areas. By 2025 more than 20% of Europeans will be 65 
or over, with a particularly rapid increase in numbers of 
over-80s. Because older people have different health 
care requirements, health systems will need to adapt so 
they can provide adequate care and remain financially 
sustainable.”32 DG SANTE focuses on ageing primarily 
within the area of “health in society” where three activi-
ties are specifically highlighted that concern ageing: 

• the European Innovation Partnership on Active and 
Healthy Ageing, which attempts to increase average 
healthy life years in the EU by two years by 2020; 33 

• promoting healthy and dignified ageing by helping EU 
countries make their health systems more efficient; 

• addressing Alzheimer’s disease and other types of de-
mentia.  

Since health is determined to a large extent by factors 
outside the health area, DG SANTE stresses that an ef-
fective health policy must involve all relevant policy 
areas, in particular social and regional policy, taxation, 
environment, education and research.34 One example of 
these cross-cutting issues are the increasing concerns 
about inequalities in life expectancies due to different 
socio-economic backgrounds, which do not only con-
cern health policy, but also economic and social policy 
as well as education policy.  

3.3 DG MIGRATION AND HOME AFFAIRS (DG 
HOME) 

Dimitris Avramopoulos from Greece has been the Com-
missioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenship 
since 2014. The European Commission President Juncker 
wrote in his mission letter: “Migration is one of the press-
ing challenges I have highlighted in my Political Guide-
lines. Europe needs to manage migration better, in all its 
aspects. A successful migration policy is both a humani-
tarian and an economic imperative. We need to show 
that the EU can offer both a compelling case to attract 
global talent, and a vision of how to robustly address the 
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challenge of irregular migration. We need a new policy 
on migration that will address skill shortages and the 
demographic challenges the EU faces and that will mod-
ernise the way the EU addresses these challenges.” That 
migration has been placed high on the political agenda 
of the new Commission President is also evident based 
on the change of the DG from the DG for Home Affairs to 
the DG for Migration and Home Affairs.   

DG HOME describes its main areas of activities as: build-
ing a common EU migration and asylum policy; ensur-
ing EU security, dialogue and cooperation with non-EU 
countries; funding of the EU home affairs policy; and a 
“Europe for Citizens”. In this paper we only focus on the 
issue of legal migration of non-EU citizens. DG HOME 
states in this regard: “Greater mobility brings with it op-
portunities and challenges. A balanced, comprehensive 
and common migration policy will help the EU to seize 
these opportunities while tackling the challenges head-
on. This policy – currently under development – is built 
upon solidarity and responsibility. It will have the added 
advantage of making a valuable contribution to the EU’s 
economic development and performance in the long 
term.”35 So far legal migration is dealt with under five 
categories: 

• Work: Labour immigration is seen as having a key role 
to play in driving economic development in the long 
term and in addressing current and future demographic 
challenges in the EU. The goal is to produce flexible ad-
mission systems responsive to the priorities of each EU 
State, while enabling migrant workers to make full use of 
their skills. Measures cover the conditions of entry and 
residence for certain categories of immigrants such as 
highly qualified workers (e.g. Blue Card Directive), sea-
sonal workers and intra-corporate transferees, as well as 
the establishment of a single work and residence permit. 

• Family reunification: DG HOME stresses that for the 
past 20 years, family reunification has been one of the 
main reasons for immigration to the EU. Reunification 
is seen as creating socio-cultural stability and facilitat-
ing the integration of non-EU nationals, and thereby the 
promotion of economic and social cohesion. 

• Study, research and training: One of the objectives of 
EU action in education is to promote Europe as a world 
centre of excellence for studies and vocational training: 
“Bringing more non-EU nationals into the EU for studies

is a key factor in that strategy. Migration in this case 
clearly constitutes a form of mutual enrichment: for the 
migrants concerned, their country of origin and the host 
EU State, and helps to promote familiarity with other 
cultures.”36 

• Integration of migrants is seen as the key to maximiz-
ing the opportunities of legal migration and to making 
the most of the contributions that immigrants can make 
to the economic, social and cultural development of Eu-
ropean societies. 

• Long-term residents: The integration of non-EU nation-
als who are long-term residents in EU States is under-
stood as crucial to promoting economic and social cohe-
sion. DG HOME emphasises that non-EU nationals who 
have legally resided in an EU State for a certain period 
of time should be granted a set of uniform rights, almost 
identical to those enjoyed by EU citizens. 
 
On the European Website on Integration (https://
ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration), DG HOME provides 
a portal for an exchange of information, documentation 
and online data collection, as well as for community-
building activities between integration stakeholders in 
Europe. The aim of the European Website on Integration 
is to help improve the effectiveness of integration poli-
cies and practices in the EU by sharing successful strate-
gies and supporting cooperation between practitioners. 
It is intended as a tool for people working in the field of 
integration, both in non-governmental and governmen-
tal organisations.

The policy development in the different Directorates-
General takes place within the framework of the overall 
political strategies and guidelines of the European Com-
mission. Which role demographic change plays at this 
level will be the subject of chapter 4. 
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4. DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN CURRENT 
POLITICAL STRATEGIES AND GUIDELINES

Before turning to the question of how demographic 
change developed over time as an issue on the politi-
cal agenda of the EU (chapter 5), we will briefly show 
which role demographic change played in the current 
overall political strategy of the European Commission. 
Therefore we will first have a look at the “Europe 2020” 
strategy (4.1) and then at the guidelines, which current 
Commission President Juncker has developed for his 
Presidency (4.2).  

4.1 EUROPE 2020
 
Europe 202037 is the EU’s ten-year strategy for growth 
and jobs following the Lisbon strategy38. It was launched 
as a partnership between the EU and its Member States 
in 2010 to create the conditions for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth. 

Ageing of the population is named as one of the three 
big, long-term challenges Europe is facing: “The crisis 
has wiped out years of economic and social progress 
and exposed structural weaknesses in Europe’s econo-
my. In the meantime, the world is moving fast and long-
term challenges – globalisation, pressure on resources, 
ageing – intensify. The EU must now take charge of its 
future” (COM(2010) 2020: 5). The European Commission 
stresses that ageing is a more pressing issue in Europe 
than in other parts of the world, which is especially 
problematic in combination with Europe’s employment 
rate also being comparably lower than, for example, 
in the U.S. or Japan because of the lower participation 
rates of woman and older workers: “The combination of 
a smaller working population and a higher share of re-
tired people will place additional strains on our welfare 
systems” (COM(2010) 2020: 7). 

The Commission laid out five headline targets for the EU 
to achieve by the end of 2020 with three of them directly 
or indirectly referring to demographic aspects: 

• 75% of the population aged 20-64 should be employed;

• the share of early school leavers should be under 10% 
and at least 40% of those aged 30-34 should have a ter-
tiary degree;

• 20 million less people should be at risk of poverty than 
in 2008.

To catalyse progress at the EU level, the Commission 
created seven flagship initiatives, which include specific 
work programmes in areas identified as important le-
vers for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Four of 
them include a strong demographic dimension:

• “Innovation Union” aims to re-focus research and de-
velopment, and innovation policy on the challenges fac-
ing society including ageing and demographic change. 

• “Youth on the move” is a package of policy initiatives 
focused on education and employment for young peo-
ple in Europe to reduce youth unemployment and in-
crease the youth employment rate.  

• “An agenda for new skills and jobs” sets out to promote 
gender equality, lifelong learning, access to childcare 
facilities and care for other dependents, flexicurity prin-
ciples39, intra-EU labour mobility, a forward-looking and 
comprehensive labour migration policy, the reconcilia-
tion of work and family life, new forms of work-life bal-
ances and active ageing policies.  

• “European platform against poverty” has a focus on 
combating poverty and social exclusion, reducing 
health inequalities, promoting healthy and active age-
ing, supporting especially the most vulnerable groups 
(e.g. one-parent families, elderly women, minorities) 
and improving access to work, social security, education 
and essential services such as health care.   

While Europe 2020 represents the Commission’s long-
term strategy until the year 2020, the Presidents of the 
European Commission develop political guidelines for 
their terms in office within this overall framework. In the 
following we will present the political guidelines of the 
current European Commission under the presidency of 
Jean-Claude Juncker (2014-2019). 

4.2 POLITICAL GUIDELINES OF THE JUNCKER 
COMMISSION  
 
In his political guidelines “A New Start for Europe: My 
Agenda for Jobs, Growth, Fairness and Demographic 
Change”, current European Commission President 
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Juncker stated that after spending several years focus-
ing on crisis management due to the financial and eco-
nomic crisis, “Europe is finding it is often ill-prepared 
for the global challenges ahead, be it with regard to the 
digital age, the race for innovation and skills, the scarcity 
of natural resources, the safety of our food, the cost of 
energy, the impact of climate change, the ageing of our 
population or the pain and poverty at Europe’s external 
borders” (Juncker 2014:2).40  

Juncker claims that the time has come for a new ap-
proach that focuses on ten policy areas, one of which 
is formulated explicitly against the backdrop of demo-
graphic ageing, namely migration.41 He points out that 
for the first time, managing migration better is an ex-
plicit priority for the European Commission.42 On the 
one hand he stressed that it is a humanitarian impera-
tive to protect those in need and to ensure that situa-
tions such as the one in Lampedusa never arise again. 
On the other hand he argues that Europe needs a new 
European policy on legal migration which “could help 
us to address shortages of specific skills and attract tal-
ent to better cope with the demographic challenges of 
the European Union. I want Europe to become at least as 
attractive as the favourite migration destinations such 
as Australia, Canada and the USA” (Juncker 2014: 9f.). 
Against this background he specifies five main objec-
tives, which are mostly related to asylum and irregular 
migration.43 Looking at legal migration – which this pa-
per focuses on – he aims at promoting the legal migra-
tion of persons with skills needed in Europe through a 
review of the ‘Blue Card’ legislation.44  

This increased importance that Juncker is ascribing to 
migration is also reflected in the creation of a European 
Commissioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizen-
ship in 2014 accompanied by a restructuring of the Eu-
ropean Commission to “prioritise a new policy on migra-
tion that will robustly tackle irregular migration, whilst 
at the same time making Europe an attractive destina-
tion for top talents.”45

This short review of the current political strategies and 
guidelines of the European Commission shows that de-
mographic change is an important issue on the political 
agenda of the EU today. The specific aspects of demo-

graphic change that are the focus of interest, however, 
change in accordance with the important political, eco-
nomic and social developments at the time, like the eco-
nomic crisis which led to a focus on boosting growth 
and employment in the Europe 2020 strategy and most 
recently the refugee crisis in Europe, which placed mi-
gration policy high on the political agenda of the cur-
rent Juncker Commission.
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unemployment – briefly mentions ageing of the popu-
lation as one of two major challenges in demographic 
terms, next to the transformation of family structures. In 
this White Paper the Commission mainly calls for more 
active solidarity between the generations “with an eye 
to the repercussions of a demographic trend which will 
see falling numbers of persons of adult working age. It 
is absolutely essential that all decisions taken today take 
account of this demographic dimension” (COM(93) 700: 
15).    

One year later in the White Paper “European Social Policy 
– A way forward for the Union” (COM(94) 333), the Euro-
pean Commission stresses that the challenge of ageing 
is bigger than traditional issues of pensions and care ser-
vices, but a high level of integration of the older popula-
tion needs to be maintained: “Achieving this will require 
new thinking on many issues that have been granted 
until now, such as traditional career patterns, retire-
ment age and the role of nuclear and extended family. 
Account also needs to be taken of the fact that women 
are in a majority among older people, and that woman 
of this age usually have much lower incomes” (COM(94) 
333: 39). Concrete aspects mentioned in this regard are 
the need to adapt social protection schemes, long-term 
care insurance for people who become dependent and 
the encouragement of active and creative contribution 
by older people to society.  

Article 7 of the Protocol on social policy to the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992) states: “The Commission shall draw up 
a report each year on progress in achieving the objec-
tive of Article 1, including the demographic situation in 
the Community.”48 Following this the first demography 
report was published by the European Commission in 
1994 (COM(94) 595). The report is organised along four 
aspects considered to be the most relevant in contem-
porary European demography at that time:  

1. the main trends in European demography in the world 
and related issues; 

2. the development of age structures in the EU and its 
consequences in terms of the situation of the elderly, la-
bour organisation and the financing of retirement; 

3. the growing differences in households and family  

5. THE DEVELOPMENT OF DEMOGRAPHIC 
CHANGE AS A POLITICAL ISSUE OVER TIME

In order to get an impression of how demographic 
change developed over time as an issue on the politi-
cal agenda of the EU, we will look at issue-related White 
Papers46, topics of European Years and other important 
Communications and Reports of the European Commis-
sion since the early 1990s. The focus is not on concrete 
policy measures adopted, but on which aspects are seen 
to be important and which policy actions are considered 
in this regard as relevant. The following overview is or-
ganised along the three topics this paper focuses on (see 
chapter 1): “ageing and health”, “family and fertility” and 
“legal migration”. 
 

5.1 AGEING AND HEALTH 

Ageing becomes a prominently visible issue on the EU’s 
political agenda in the early 1990s. In 1991 the European 
Commission established an “observatory” to study the 
impact of national policies on ageing and older people 
(Walker and Maltby 2012). Two years later in 1993, the 
“European Year of Older People and Solidarity between 
Generations” represented the first proclamation of the 
issue at this level47: “After 10 years of progress on issues 
of aging, the Community agreed in 1990 on the first EC 
program for older people. This three-year effort, culmi-
nating in the European Year, marked an official recogni-
tion by the Council of Ministers of the relevance of older 
people’s issues to the European policy agenda” (Chap-
man 1993: 6). The objectives of the “European Year of 
Older People and Solidarity between Generations” were 
defined to (Commission of the European Communities 
1995):   

• highlight the Community’s social dimension; 

• raise general awareness of the situation of older people; 

• promote a debate about changes needed to meet the 
challenge of ageing;  

• promote intergenerational solidarity; 

• involve older people in the process of Community in-
tegration. 
  
Also in 1993 the White Paper “Growth, Competitive-
ness, Employment – The challenges and ways forward 
into the 21st century” – which is devoted to the issue of 

12
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tirement age – which are expected to have “time bomb” 
effects in many fields, particularly in respect to (Europe-
an Commission 1995b: 21): 

• Economy: The labour market will have to adapt to a dif-
ferent kind of demand, principally in the fields of edu-
cation, housing, health, transportation and leisure. “This 
will have to be done precisely at a time when those pro-
ducing the resources needed by the economy are steadi-
ly decreasing in numbers and when the future genera-
tions (who will have to be highly educated and trained if 
growth is to be achieved) will also be fewer and fewer in 
number” (European Commission 1995b: 21).  

• Social protection and solidarity between the genera-
tions: “All aspects of social and family life will be thus 
dominated by the needs of older people. What conces-
sions will the elderly be prepared to make to the young-
er generations, and how will the latter finance pensions? 
There can be no doubt that the principle of solidarity 
between generations will emerge as a key factor in the 
adjustments which will have to be made” (European 
Commission 1995b: 21).  

• Dialogue between the social partners: Collective agree-
ments will have to consider new redistribution models in 
a time when the reorganisation of work (structure, work-
ing hours) may constitute a necessary response to de-
mographic change.  

 
In 1995 the White Paper “Teaching and Learning – To-
wards the learning society” set another approach to 
deal with an ageing society prominently on the agenda, 
namely lifelong learning (European Commission 1995a: 
5): “Demographic trends have increased life expectancy 
radically changing at the same time the age structure of 
the population, thereby increasing the need for lifelong 
learning.” The main purpose of the White Paper is to plot 
out the route to a learning society by identifying the 
options available to the EU in education and training – 
also against the background of education and training 
as a means for tackling the employment problem of the 
time. The White Paper also launched the “European Year 
of Lifelong Learning” in 1996, which focused on themes 
like high-quality general education, vocational training 
and motivation to acquire education and training.49

As a contribution to the United Nations (UN) “Inter-

life that are parallel to population ageing (see section 
5.2);  

4. migration and the questions of whether it could help 
to modify demographic evolution, particularly the age-
ing process (see section 5.3).  

 

Considering the social and economic impact of ageing, 
the Commission states: “These considerations bear out 
the idea that the ageing of populations is not simply a 
demographic matter but, more than a simple modifica-
tion of age structures, has become an overall problem 
of society. It has more, further reaching and more subtle 
implications than has long been supposed. Over and 
above the very real questions raised by this development 
in the area of family policy, of financial balance between 
the generations and of differential systems for financing 
pensions, it needs to be tackled from a forward-looking 
and dynamic point of view” (COM(94) 595: 31). The Com-
mission sees two immediate and considerable challeng-
es: (1) how to maintain economic performance with a 
smaller and older labour force and (2) how to ensure the 
same level of social protection for increasing numbers 
of social security claimants with greater chances of sur-
vival. In the course of the analysis a number of key points 
for further consideration are raised, e.g.: 

• the effects of ageing on today’s economic and social 
organisation; 

• the potential of investment in human capital to finance 
tomorrow’s pensioners; 

• to overcome practices which artificially accentuate 
ageing (e.g. age limits on jobs, linear career models, 
fixed retirement).  

 

 
The second demography report in 1995 focuses on the 
extent and acceleration of the ageing process (European 
Commission 1995b): “The recent demographic change 
means that Member States will experience ageing in dif-
ferent ways and to different degrees, but in all of them 
there will be numerous effects in fields such as the econ-
omy (in its widest sense), social protection, solidarity be-
tween generations, and the dialogue between the social 
partners.” The demographic future is described by four 
major trends – fall in population, decline in the number 
of children and young people, shrinking workforce and 
an explosion in the number of people approaching re-

13
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would result from an ageing population.50

In early 2002 the Commission responded to a call by the 
Stockholm European Council “to report jointly (…) on 
how to increase labour force participation and promote 
active ageing” with a report focusing on labour force 
participation in the context of demographic develop-
ments (COM(2002) 9). Here, the Commission stresses 
that demographic ageing requires policy measures that 
address all age groups of the working population. The 
report identifies a number of key factors which influence 
labour market participation: availability and attractive-
ness of jobs, balance of financial incentives, education 
and training, a supportive environment, public em-
ployment services, childcare and elder care, and mobil-
ity support. On this basis the Commission defines three 
overall policy aims: (1) to ensure that present and future 
working generations will remain active as they grow old-
er, (2) to attract a substantial part of those currently inac-
tive but able to work, particularly women, to the labour 
market on a lasting basis, and (3) to maintain the partici-
pation of today’s older workers. Overall the Commission 
follows a life cycle approach aiming at maximizing each 
individual’s capacity to participate over his or her whole 
life cycle.51 

Also in 2002 the European Commission contributed to 
the 2nd World Assembly on Ageing organised by the UN 
with the communication “Europe’s Response to World 
Ageing – Promoting economic and social progress in 
an ageing world” (COM(2002) 143). Here the Commis-
sion summarises four key challenges: (1) managing the 
economic implication of ageing in order to maintain 
growth and sound public finances, (2) adjusting well 
to an ageing and shrinking workforce, (3) ensuring ad-
equate, sustainable and adaptable pensions, and (4) 
achieving access to high quality health care for all while 
ensuring the financial viability of health care systems. 
The Commission summarises its policy approach as the 
following: “Adjusting well to population ageing is an 
issue for people of all ages and a life course approach 
can help the development of adequate policy responses 
taking account of the related age and gender specific is-
sues. This results in an orientation towards active age-
ing policies and practices. Core active ageing practices 
include lifelong learning, working longer, retiring later 

national Year of Older Persons” in 1999, the European 
Commission published the communication “Towards a 
Europe for All Ages – Promoting prosperity and inter-
generational solidarity” (COM(1999) 221). In this Com-
munication the Commission lays out its view on policy 
changes required to deal with demographic ageing re-
garding employment, pensions, health, care and social 
cohesion: 

• On the level of employment the focus is on the low em-
ployment level of older workers. Measures proposed are: 
supporting workers’ capacities, lifelong learning, flexible 
working arrangements, incentives to take up job offers 
and training opportunities, adaptation of the workplace 
for ageing employees, promotion of job mobility, use of 
modern technology and ergonomics, and promotion of 
equal opportunities between women and men.  

• In regard to pensions the Commission stresses the need 
to reverse the trend towards early retirement, to explore 
new forms of gradual retirement and to make pension 
schemes more sustainable and flexible.  

• To deal with the growing need for old-age care and 
health care, it is proposed to promote accident preven-
tion, post-illness rehabilitation and healthy ageing. Age-
ing-relevant health promotion should also be directed 
at the young and the middle-aged. Access to health 
treatment needs to be improved for all ages and all older 
persons, and an adequate supply of quality care for the 
very old and for frail persons should be provided.  

• Finally the Commission is concerned about the grow-
ing diversity among older people in terms of resources 
and needs. In order to better reflect these diversities, 
policies are supposed to better mobilise the resources 
at the disposal of large segments of the older popula-
tion and to more effectively combat the risk of social 
exclusion late in life, especially in regard to women. 

 

 
In 2001 the first Ageing Report was released in which 
age-related expenditures covering pensions, health 
care, long-term care, education and unemployment 
transfers are projected and analysed. Ageing Reports 
are published regularly by the DG for Economic and 
Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN) and the Ageing Working 
Group of the Economic Policy Committee (EPC). They 
are supposed to provide long-term projections that give 
an indication of the timing and scale of challenges that 

14
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Demographic Future of Europe – From challenge to op-
portunity” (COM(2006) 571). This Communication pres-
ents a kind of “demography strategy”, which provides 
the framework for the Commission’s approach to demo-
graphic change until today. The Commission defines five 
key areas for constructive policy responses to take full 
advantage of the opportunities offered by longer lives 
while also generating demographic renewal: 

1. Promoting demographic renewal by creating condi-
tions supportive of those who wish to have children: 
more equal opportunities for citizens with and without 
children, universal access to assistance services for par-
ents (esp. childcare), better work-life balance through 
flexible forms of work, effective gender equality policies, 
and parental leave. 

2. Promoting employment with more jobs and lon-
ger working lives: e.g. improvement of education sys-
tems, “flexicurity”, combating discriminatory prejudices 
against older workers, promoting a genuine European 
public health policy, reducing differences in life expec-
tancy, increasing the number of women and people over 
the age of 55 in work. 

3. More productive and dynamic Europe by giving differ-
ent economic operators the chance to take full advan-
tage of the opportunities presented by demographic 
change (new markets for goods and services responding 
to the needs of an older clientele) and by encouraging 
economic actors to incorporate the ageing phenom-
enon into their innovation strategies.  

4. Receiving and integrating immigrants through the 
development of a common policy on legal immigration, 
attracting a qualified labour force from outside in order 
to meet the needs of the labour market, promoting di-
versity and combating prejudice in order to facilitate the 
economic and social integration. 

5. Sustainable public finances by increasing the em-
ployment participation rate, avoiding early withdrawal 
from the labour market, raising the age of definitive re-
tirement, guaranteeing adequate social protection and 
equity between the generations, allowing an increase in 
retirement income with supplementary pensions, ensur-
ing better balance between contributions and benefits, 
creating stable and secure conditions for individuals to 
save and invest. 

and more gradually, being active after retirement and 
engaging in capacity enhancing and health sustaining 
activities. Such practices aim to raise the average quality 
of individual lives and at the same time, at societal level, 
contribute to larger growth, lower dependency burdens 
and substantial cost savings in pensions and health” 
(COM(2002) 143: 5f.). 

Two years later the Commission again warns that “the 
low employment of older workers in Europe represents a 
waste of individual life opportunities and societal poten-
tial” in its communication “Increasing the Employment 
of Older Workers and Delaying the Exit from the Labour 
Market” (COM(2004) 146: 3). The Commission asks the 
Member States and social partners for “drastic action” to 
address the key factors for sustaining the employment 
of older workers: financial incentives to discourage early 
retirement, making sure that work pays, access to train-
ing and lifelong learning strategies and effective labour 
market policies, good working conditions conducive to 
job retention, flexible working arrangements and care 
services, and real prospects for employment. 

In 2005 the Commission published the Green Paper52 
“Confronting Demographic Change – A new solidarity 
between generations” (COM(2005) 94).53 The focus is on 
getting people jobs, innovation, increasing productiv-
ity and on the possible contribution of immigration (see 
section 5.3). It is stressed that it is also necessary to con-
tinue modernising social protection systems, to ensure 
their social and economic sustainability and to enable 
them to cope with the effects of demographic ageing. In 
regard to all of these aspects a number of questions are 
formulated for public consultation. An aspect that was 
prominently discussed in this Green Paper for the first 
time as a challenge that should also be dealt with direct-
ly are the low birth rates themselves (see section 5.2). As 
a conclusion the European Commission defined three 
essential priorities that Europe should pursue in order 
to face demographic change: (1) return to demographic 
growth, (2) ensure a balance between the generations, 
and (3) find new bridges between the stages of life. 

One year later the Commission comprehensively pre-
sented its views on the demographic challenge and on 
the best ways for tackling it in its communication “The 
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new Community health strategy. Population ageing 
is among the main issues discussed: “[D]emographic 
changes including population ageing are changing dis-
ease patterns and putting pressure on the sustainability 
of EU health systems. For the Commission, supporting 
healthy ageing means promoting health throughout the 
lifespan, aiming to prevent health problems and disabili-
ties from an early age, and tackling inequities in health 
linked to social, economic and environmental factors” 
(COM(2007) 630: 2).

In 2008 the Commission again identifies population age-
ing, alongside with technological progress and globali-
sation, as one of the key drivers of societal change in its 
communication “Renewed Social Agenda“ (COM(2008) 
412: 4)54: 

“The renewed social agenda set out in this Communi-
cation is built around opportunities, access and soli-
darity. Generating opportunities requires a continued 
effort to creating more and better jobs and increasing 
welfare. It means dismantling barriers, facilitating mo-
bility, fighting discrimination, fostering gender equal-
ity, supporting families and tackling new forms of 
social exclusion. To exploit opportunities, individuals 
need access – to education, health care, social services 
of general interest. They should be able to actively 
participate and integrate in the societies in which they 
live. Those individuals and regions that cannot cope 
and are left behind by the rapid pace of change need 
support. Therefore, the renewed social agenda is also 
one of solidarity – stepping up efforts to fight poverty 
and social exclusion and explore new ways to help 
individuals adjust to globalisation and technological 
change.”

Against this background the Commission presents con-
crete measures in seven priority areas: (1) children and 
youth, (2) investing in people, more and better jobs, 
new skills, (3) mobility, (4) longer and healthier lives, (5) 
combating poverty and social exclusion, (6) fighting dis-
crimination, and (7) opportunities, access and solidarity 
on the global scene. In addition the Commission is con-
vinced that Europe’s ageing society demands a variety of 
further policy responses: From supporting research into 
how information technology can improve the health 
and well-being of older people, to assessing what health 

The Commission concludes: “The source of the problem 
is not higher life expectancy as such, rather it is the inabil-
ity of current policies to adapt to the new demographic 
order and the reluctance of businesses and citizens to 
change their expectations and attitudes, particularly in 
the context of labour market modernisation. In short the 
Member States are facing a problem of retirement rather 
than a problem of ageing” (COM(2006) 571: 13).   

The demography report published in 2007 (SEC(2007) 
638) summarises the analytical work carried out prior to 
the adoption of the Communication on Europe’s demo-
graphic future one year before (COM(2006) 571) and pro-
vides facts and figures to illustrate the potential of each 
of the five key policy areas the Commission points out 
in order to achieve constructive responses to the demo-
graphic challenge. The main focus of the demography 
report is on mitigating the challenges of ageing through 
increasing the overall size of the workforce.  

Also in 2007 the European Commission launched its 
communication “Ageing Well in the Information Society” 
(COM(2007) 332). The Commission stresses that the age-
ing of Europe’s population also provides economic and 
social opportunities. The action plan seeks to promote 
and coordinate the development of ICTs (Information 
and Communication Technology) associated with ser-
vices for older people in the EU: (1) to enable them to 
prolong their working life (while maintaining a work-life 
balance); (2) to stay socially active and creative (through 
networking and access to public and commercial ser-
vices); and (3) to age well at home (through ICTs provid-
ing a higher quality of life and degree of independence). 
The objectives of the Commission’s action plan are also 
aimed at businesses by emphasising the increased mar-
ket size and market opportunities, the better skilled and 
productive work force and a stronger position in the 
growing markets worldwide. Possible benefits for pub-
lic authorities are also addressed, like cost reductions, 
increased efficiency and better overall quality of health 
and social care systems. 

A further aspect that came into special focus in 2007 re-
lated to ageing is health. In its White Paper “Together 
for Health – A strategic approach for the EU 2008-2013” 
(COM(2007) 630), the European Commission set out a 
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of public finances as a result of the recession” (European 
Commission 2011: 6). 

The year 2012 was declared the “Year of Active Ageing” 
by the European Commission.55 In this initiative many 
aspects were picked up and promoted that had been 
discussed on the European agenda in the years prior, 
especially regarding the level of older people’s employ-
ment, participation and independent living: “Promot-
ing active ageing means creating better opportunities 
so that older women and men can play their part in the 
labour market, combating poverty, particularly that of 
women, and social exclusion, fostering volunteering and 
active participation in family life and society and encour-
aging healthy ageing in dignity. This involves, inter alia, 
adapting working conditions, combating negative age 
stereotypes and age discrimination, improving health 
and safety at work, adapting lifelong learning systems 
to the needs of an ageing workforce and ensuring that 
social protection systems are adequate and provide the 
right incentives” (Decision No 940/2011/EU). 

Furthermore in 2012 the EU published the White Paper 
“An Agenda for Adequate, Safe and Sustainable Pen-
sions” (COM(2012) 55) with the first sentences stating: “An 
ageing population presents a major challenge to pen-
sion systems in all Member States. Unless women and 
men, as they live longer, also stay longer in employment 
and save more for their retirement, the adequacy of pen-
sions cannot be guaranteed as the required increase in 
expenditure would be unsustainable” (COM(2012) 55: 2). 
The White Paper proposes, in particular, to:

• create better opportunities for older workers to stay in 
the labour market by adapting work place and labour 
market practices, bring older workers into work, pro-
mote lifelong learning, support healthy ageing, combat 
gender and age discrimination and try to reconcile work, 
private and family life; 

• develop complementary private retirement schemes; 

• enhance the safety of supplementary pension  
schemes and make supplementary pensions com-
patible with mobility; 

• promote longer working lives by linking retirement age 
with life expectancy, restrict access to early retirement 
and close the pension gap between men and women;

care and pension reforms are needed to meet the needs 
of an ageing population while ensuring the sustainabil-
ity of public financing. 

Following this communication the Demography Report 
2008 placed the analysis under the theme of “Meeting 
Social Needs in an Ageing Society” (SEC(2008) 2911). The 
report focuses on two issues in particular: the moderni-
sation of family policies (see section 5.2) and opportu-
nities for enhancing the contribution of older people 
to the economy and society. In regard to the latter, the 
Commission calls on policy makers to develop adequate 
policy responses which provide: opportunities to stay 
active in the labour market and in society, access to 
goods and services that preserve older people’s auton-
omy, and solidarity with the dependent and protection 
of their dignity. Moreover the Commission warns that an 
increase in employment might not be enough to tackle 
the challenges of ageing: “While there is still good po-
tential for increasing employment through increased 
labour force participation, notably of women and older 
workers, it can be expected that within about one de-
cade, the decline of the working-age population will be 
such (…) that rising employment rates will no longer be 
sufficient to compensate for this decline. From then on 
the source of economic growth will have to be increases 
in productivity, which need to be achieved through in-
vestment in human and physical capital and in innova-
tion” (SEC(2008) 2911). 

The next demography report in 2010 “Older, More Nu-
merous and Diverse Europeans” (European Commission 
2011: 6) concludes that Europe’s future depends to a 
great extent on its capacity to tap the strong potential 
of the two fastest growing segments in its population: 
older people and immigrants (see section 5.3). Subse-
quently the Commission identifies three crucial policy 
areas to boost economic growth and achieve greater 
social cohesion: (1) promotion of active ageing to allow 
older people to contribute to society, (2) integration of 
migrants and their descendants, and (3) reconciliation of 
paid work and family commitments. Again the need for 
an increase in productivity is also emphasised: “At the 
same time, Europe needs to find ways of maintaining 
greater productivity while preparing for increasing lev-
els of ageing-related expenditures, despite the demise 
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integration in society and intergenerational solidar-
ity. Shortly thereafter, the question of how to maintain 
economic performance with a smaller and older labour 
force also came into focus, as well as the question of 
how to ensure adequate levels of social protection for 
an ageing population. The main strategies discussed to 
deal with these challenges were directed at increasing 
the overall size of the workforce, promoting active age-
ing, and ensuring sustainable and adaptable pensions. 
In the last several years it was increasingly emphasised 
that this alone may not be sufficient in the long run to 
compensate for the decline in the working-age popula-
tion, but that there is also the strong need to increase 
productivity through investment in human and physical 
capital and innovation. These different strands of the 
discussion about how to deal best with demographic 
ageing – and the numerous related aspects – accumu-
lated in the formulation of the demography strategy of 
the European Commission in 1996. Here the five areas 
have been defined which until today represent the main 
dimensions of demographic change as a political issue 
on the agenda of the European Commission: (1) promot-
ing demographic renewal, (2) promoting employment, 
(3) more productive and dynamic Europe, (4) receiving 
and integrating immigrants and (5) sustainable public 
finances. Within these areas a broad range of possible 
policy measures to reach these declared goals are dis-
cussed today, which have been developed in the discus-
sion over the last 25 years. 

While this section took a broader view on how the is-
sue of demographic change in terms of “ageing and 
health” has developed over time, the next two sections 
will look more closely at how the specific fields of “family 
and fertility” (5.2) and “legal migration” (5.3) have been 
discussed as means of dealing with the consequences of 
demographic ageing over time.   

5.2 FERTILITY AND FAMILY

Regarding “fertility and family”, one can distinguish at 
least three dimensions in which these issues are dis-
cussed in regard to demographic change by the Euro-
pean Commission: 

1. The transformation of family structures as a demo-

• continue to monitor the adequacy, sustainability and
safety of pensions and support pension reforms in the 
Member States.

While most of these aspects are related to mitigating 
the effects of demographic change, one aspect was 
explicitly linked to reverse demographic change itself: 
“Addressing gender inequalities by facilitating the rec-
onciliation of work and private life can also have long-
term indirect benefits for pension systems by making it 
easier for people to raise a family, thus raising birth rates 
and mitigating the long-term decline in the working-age 
population” (COM(2012) 55: 12). 

In 2013 a short demography report was published as 
a special supplement to the Quarterly Review “EU Em-
ployment and Social Situation” (European Commission 
2013c). It provided an overview of recent demographic 
trends in the EU without reaching further conclusions 
or political recommendations. The latest demography 
report was published in 2015 and concluded after a 
comprehensive overview of recent demographic trends: 
“Under these circumstances: (1) In the short term: EU’s 
human resource potential should be fully tapped into in 
order to bring so-far inactive parts of WAP (those nei-
ther in employment nor in unemployment) back to the 
labour market. Under the assumptions made here, tap-
ping into so-far inactive labour resources could prolong 
the EU’s potential of ‘unlimited’ employment growth by 
one decade. (2) In the medium term: this open window 
of opportunity should be used to implement policies de-
signed to speed productivity growth. Productivity gains 
are expected to become the only remaining source of 
economic growth in the long run” (European Commis-
sion 2015: 52). To close the EU’s productivity gap vis-à-vis 
the U.S., the Commission recommends to invest in hu-
man resources through training and education, which 
are also expected “to help to create the jobs necessary 
to ensure high levels of growth in times of demographic 
change” (European Commission 2015: 52). 

This overview has shown that the issue of ageing and 
health has been firmly established on the political agen-
da of the European Commission. The issue started to 
gain high political visibility at the beginning of the 1990s 
with a clear focus on the situation of older people, their 

18



D I S C U S S I O N  P A P E R  |  D E C E M B E R  2 0 15

economic and social organisation, and in the relation-
ships between generations and between the genders. 

The Commission concludes: “Despite these changes, the 
family is the main network of individual relationships 
and solidarity. It plays an important part in social equi-
librium. In a period of dwindling resources and doubts 
about state intervention in the family arena, the time has 
come to think about an answer to the following ques-
tion: What place should the European Union give to the 
family and children in the light of the key issue of social 
ties and social cohesion?” (Demography Report 1994: 
62). 

Further aspects of family related transformations con-
sidered important by the Commission are, for example, 
changes in regard to youth as exemplified in the White 
Paper “A New Impetus for European Youth” (COM(2001) 
681). According to this youth has changed significantly in 
three dimensions: (1) The period of being considered a 
youth is lasting longer and young people are on average 
older when they reach the various stages of life; (2) The 
paths through life are becoming less linear as societies 
no longer offer the same guarantees; (3) Because of in-
creasingly individualised pathways, the organisation of 
individuals’ family, marriage and career plans is no lon-
ger standardised, which is having a particularly strong 
impact on public authorities’ policies.  

The Commission also has a special focus on children, for 
example, in its recommendations “Investing in Children: 
Breaking the cycle of disadvantage“ (European Commis-
sion 2013d), which, however, did not link the issue direct-
ly to demographic change. Children and youth were also 
considered one of the priority areas in the Commission’s 
Renewed Social Agenda of 2008 (COM(2008) 412). 
 

5.2.2 FAMILY POLICIES TO DEAL WITH THE 
CONSEQUENCES OF DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 

In the White Paper “European Social Policy – A way for-
ward for the Union”, the Commission stresses the need 
to adapt social protection systems to new family struc-
tures through the individualisation of rights and contri-
butions (COM(94) 333: 36). Another aspect highlighted 

graphic challenge: Which changes in family formations 
and related aspects are perceived as challenging the de-
mographic set-up of European populations?  

2. Family policies to deal with the consequences of de-
mographic change: Which family-related policies are 
discussed to adapt to the effects of population change?  

3. Family policies to influence the dynamic of demo-
graphic change: Which family policies are considered to 
directly influence the sources of demographic change? 

In the following we will shed light on these three dimen-
sions in more detail on the basis of official publications 
by the European Commission since the beginning of the 
1990s.  
 

5.2.1 FAMILY CHANGES AS DEMOGRAPHIC 
CHALLENGE 

In 1993 the European Commission, declared the trans-
formation of family structures as one of the major de-
mographic challenges in its White Paper “Growth, 
Competitiveness, Employment – The challenges and 
ways forward into the 21st century” (COM(93) 700: 128), 
namely: the progressive decline in the importance of tra-
ditional households (husband, wife and children) as the 
main economic and social unit in society, the increasing 
participation of women in the labour market and the 
decline of birth rates. Moreover, in the first demography 
report published in 1994, the Commission states that the 
family “seems to be the key protagonist in future trends 
in demographic evolution” (COM(94) 595: 41) and de-
fines key points for further consideration:

• The complexity of family histories, e.g. cohabitation 
and births outside marriage, separation, divorce and re-
constituted households.  

• The change in the very basis of the family from an insti-
tution and means of social integration to a pact between 
two individuals looking for fulfilment. 

• The instability of some families, combined with eco-
nomic problems, as a challenge for young people (e.g. 
late independence, loss of fixed reference points).  

• Women’s emancipation, which – through the massive 
entry of women into the labour market and control over 
fertility has entailed radical and permanent changes in 
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spouses or other relatives. This is an area where equality 
between women and men in their share of responsibil-
ity is far from being reached: women aged 45-65 pro-
vide the bulk of all elder care as unpaid work at home. 
Yet it is unrealistic to expect women to be able to take 
on this burden in the context of demographic ageing. 
It is likely that women’s increasing workforce participa-
tion will reduce their traditional availability to care for 
older relations at home just as that need increases. We 
need to achieve a better sharing of informal caring du-
ties between the genders and a great expansion of the 
capacity of formal care systems” (COM(1999) 221: 19). 
Furthermore the Commission calls for special measures 
to compensate for the frequent inadequacy of pension 
schemes in meeting the needs of women, e.g. in regard 
to “the effects of marital breakdown on social pension 
systems geared to models of male breadwinners in sta-
ble nuclear families” (COM(1999) 221: 16).

In 2002 the report “Increasing Labour Force Participa-
tion and Promoting Active Ageing” (COM(2002) 9) again 
refers to the issue of gender equality and employment: 
“There are strong gender differences in the reasons for 
inactivity. Men are inactive mainly because of education 
or retirement, while almost half of inactivity for women 
aged 25-54 is due to family and homecare responsibili-
ties” (COM(2002) 9: 96). The Commission proposes a life 
cycle perspective to deal with these issues: “Moreover, 
appropriate incentives and services at decisive stages 
in life, for example the provision of childcare facilities 
for parents and better reconciliation between work and 
family responsibilities, will avoid early exits from the la-
bour market. Under such a dynamic approach, a reduc-
tion in participation at certain points in life – young peo-
ple taking up studies, adults opting for reduced working 
time – should be weighed against the advantage of 
greater participation over the whole life” (COM(2002) 9: 
10). It is also emphasised that the provision of support 
services has a double effect on participation: “In addi-
tion to facilitating access to the labour market for those 
who use these services, they are themselves a major pro-
vider of jobs” (COM(2002) 9: 24).

In terms of family policies, the communication ”Europe’s 
Response to World Ageing” (COM(2002) 143) also points 
out the issues of reconciliation and gender equality: 

is the possibility of reconciling professional and fam-
ily life, including career breaks such as parental leave. 
Here the Commission called for the provision of leave 
arrangements for fathers, as well as mothers, and for 
policy action to promote a more equal sharing of care 
responsibility: “Changing demographic trends mean 
that the responsibility for elderly dependents is mov-
ing up the social agenda, although childcare is still the 
major problem for working parents in many Member 
States. New social infrastructures are needed to support 
the household and the family, and the question of how 
families can be helped to carry the costs remains to be 
addressed. Progress towards new ways of perceiving 
family responsibilities may slowly relieve the burden of 
women and allow men to play a more fulfilling role in 
society. However, greater solidarity between men and 
women is needed if men are to take on greater responsi-
bility for the caring role in our societies and if flexibility 
in employment is not to lead to new pressure on women 
to return to the ranks of the non-salaried population or 
be obliged to accept paid work at home in isolation from 
community” (COM(94) 333: 32f.). 

The communication “Towards a Europe for All Ages – 
Promoting prosperity and intergenerational solidarity“ 
(COM(1999) 221: 11) especially emphasises the need to 
promote equal opportunities in regard to the goal of 
reconciling family and working life by:

• facilitating female access to more secure and better 
paid careers and securing equal opportunities for partic-
ipation in training and updating of one’s skills through-
out working life;

• creating a stronger policy focus on reconciliation of 
family and working life, on fostering a better sharing of 
family responsibilities between women and men (e.g. el-
der and childcare) and on more career-friendly employ-
ment policies;

• further exploring the possibilities for using fiscal and 
family policy tools to promote female labour force par-
ticipation. 

 

In this context the Commission specifically stresses the 
issue of gender equality in regard to the organisation of 
care: “[T]he majority of persons needing permanent as-
sistance and care are attended to in their own home by 

2 0



D I S C U S S I O N  P A P E R  |  D E C E M B E R  2 0 15

In its communication “Promoting Solidarity between 
the Generations” (COM(2007) 244), the European Com-
mission highlights the importance of reconciliation and 
gender equality, also in regard to the aspect of intergen-
erational solidarity: “It has become clear that the balance 
in European societies rests on a set of intergenerational 
solidarity relationships which are more complex than 
in the past. Young adults live under their parents’ roof 
for longer, while, increasingly often, the parents have to 
support dependent elderly people. The resulting bur-
dens are borne mainly by the young or intermediate 
generations, and generally by women. Equality between 
men and women, and equal opportunities more gener-
ally, would therefore appear to be key conditions for the 
establishing of a new solidarity relationship between the 
generations” (COM(2007) 244: 3). The focus is on improv-
ing the balance between professional and family life, 
but also on reducing pay disparities between men and 
women to encourage a fairer sharing of family and do-
mestic responsibilities. The Commission concludes: “Na-
tional family policies will strengthen solidarity between 
generations by encouraging a better response to the 
needs of families as regards childcare and dependency 
care and a more balanced distribution of family and 
domestic responsibilities. The anticipated outcome is a 
better quality of life for all, as well as a situation which 
is more conducive to the fulfilment of family plans. The 
new orientations for family policies will also contribute 
to growth and employment, notably by facilitating fe-
male labour force participation” (COM(2007) 244: 9). 

The European Commission presented a proposal in its 
communication “A Better Work-Life Balance: Stronger 
support for reconciling professional, private and family 
support” (COM(2008) 635) to improve and modernise 
the European regulatory framework to better support 
reconciliation measures to “enable women to achieve 
greater economic independence and encourage men to 
play a greater role in family life” (COM(2008) 635: 9). The 
Commission highlights childcare facilities, leave entitle-
ment and flexible working time arrangements as core 
components of the policy mix required. 

In the “Demography Report 2010”, considering the rec-
onciliation of work and family commitments, the Com-
mission warns: “[P]eople with caring responsibilities still 

“In relation to the employment rates of women it fur-
thermore underlines the crucial pertinence of policies 
aimed at securing gender equality in the world of work 
and reconciling the demands of family and work life” 
(COM(2002) 143: 7). The gender aspect of pensions is 
also considered: “Importantly pensions should offer the 
same incentives to men and women and gender distinc-
tions based on outdated perceptions of the man as the 
sole or main breadwinner of the family should be phased 
out” (COM(2002) 143: 9). Finally the issue of care is given 
attention: “Family and household structures are under-
going profound changes in many countries. Families 
tend to become less able to manage all the caring pos-
sibilities and to provide alone the support required by 
dependent and frail members. Structures of formal care 
provision may therefore have to be erected” (COM(2002) 
143: 12).

The Green Paper “Confronting Demographic Change – 
A new solidarity between generations” (COM(2005) 94) 
addresses the question of reconciliation from a “working 
life cycle” perspective: “Young employed people may 
want to spend more time with their children and work 
more at another time in their life. These demographic 
changes may therefore lead to a new, more adaptable 
and flexible organisation of working time. Technologi-
cal developments are another way of better balancing 
family life and work” (COM(2005) 94: 8). In this regard 
the Commission raises the question: “How can young 
couples’ integration in working life be facilitated and 
how can we help them to find a balance between flex-
ibility and security to bring up their children, to train and 
update their skills to meet the demands of the labour 
market?” (COM(2005) 94: 8). The question of how to best 
support families – especially women – in regard to the 
care of dependent family members is also raised for the 
consultation process initiated by this Green Paper.  

One year later, in 2006, the European Commission again 
reiterates the importance of the reconciliation of work, 
private and family life in the communication “A Roadmap 
for Equality between Women and Men” (COM(2006) 92: 
5), which calls for action in three areas: flexible working 
arrangements for women and men, increasing care ser-
vices and better reconciliation policies for women and 
men. 
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sary because surveys show that in all EU countries 
couples would like to have more children; realistic 
because international comparisons underline the ef-
fectiveness of family and other policies consistently 
implemented by some countries over several de-
cades to create conditions supportive of those who 
wish to have children. There are many different such 
policies but they generally have three aspects in 
common, aiming to (i) reduce the inequality of op-
portunities offered to citizens with and without chil-
dren, (ii) offer universal access to assistance services 
for parents, in particular for education and care for 
young children, and (iii) manage working hours to 
offer both men and women better opportunities 
for lifelong learning and for balancing their private 
and working lives. Furthermore, the most recent 
analyses of the fall in the birth rate emphasise the 
substantial impact of the rise in the age at which 
women have their first child, reflecting the growing 
reluctance of couples to have children. These analy-
ses attach growing importance to reducing uncer-
tainties accompanying the entry of young adults 
into the labour market and, more generally, to the 
improvement of their living conditions. In addition, 
effective gender equality policies make it easier for 
parents to consider when to have children. We must 
therefore tackle the problems of access to accom-
modation, facilitate access to affordable and quality 
childcare and generally improve the work-life bal-
ance through flexible forms of work, making use of 
new technologies.”  

In the communication “Promoting Solidarity between 
the Generations” (COM(2007) 244), the Commission 
again stresses that the improvement of family life 
conditions, particularly by balancing professional 
and private life, could help Europeans have their ideal 
number of children: “[E]mpirical comparison shows 
that the countries which have implemented global 
policies to promote equality between women and men, 
have developed integrated systems for the supply of 
services and individual entitlement to parental leave 
for both men and women, have invested in the quality 
of childcare services and have moved towards the 
more flexible organisation of working time generally 
have both high birth rates and high levels of female 

lack adequate support and suitable arrangements for 
combining their different responsibilities. As a result, 
economic growth is hampered because too many peo-
ple are not able to exploit their high level of skills and 
education on the labour market. Women are particularly 
affected because of the persistent gender–employment 
and pay gaps” (European Commission 2011: 6).  

5.2.3 FAMILY POLICIES TO INFLUENCE  
DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 

In 1995 the second demography report asks: “Are cou-
ples really having the children they want?” (European 
Commission 1995b: 10). Ten years later the Commission is 
discussing in depth the issue of how to raise fertility lev-
els to reverse the demographic decline in its Green Pa-
per “Confronting Demographic Change – A new solidar-
ity between generations” (COM(2005) 94: 2): “Europeans 
would like to have more children. But they are discour-
aged from doing so by all kinds of problems that limit 
their freedom of choice, including difficulties in finding 
housing. It is also the case that families (…) do not find 
the environment in which they live conducive to child-
rearing. If Europe is to reverse this demographic decline, 
families must be further encouraged by public policies 
that allow women and men to reconcile family life and 
work. Furthermore the family will continue to play an im-
portant role in solidarity between the generations.” The 
Commission particularly stresses the following obstacles 
to private choices of having children: late access to em-
ployment, job instability, expensive housing and lack of 
incentives. They concluded: “We must ask two simple 
questions: What value do we attach to children? Do we 
want to give families, whatever their structure, their due 
place in European society?” (COM(2005) 94: 10).

One year later in the communication “The Demographic 
Future of Europe”, the Commission defines demographic 
renewal as one of five core policy directions to turn the 
challenges of demographic change into an opportunity 
(COM(2006) 571: 5):    

“The EU Member States can prevent demographic 
decline or react to the falling birth rate, which for 
some of them is reaching a worrying level. These 
reactions are both necessary and realistic: neces-
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takes less than one generation for immigrants settling in 
a country to adopt its demographic behaviour, in partic-
ular as regards fertility and mortality. It is not therefore 
possible to rely, in order to ‘rejuvenate’ the population, 
on the long-term impact of migration. Massive immigra-
tion by a population with a very young structure is the 
only other way of plugging the ‘gaps’ in our age pyra-
mids. Over and above the practical and ethical problems 
that massive immigration would entail from the point 
of view of the reception of these populations, immigra-
tion largely by young children, i.e. the group that con-
tains the deficits that are causing ageing, is unthinkable” 
(COM(94) 595: 77). 

The second demography report published one year later 
also concludes that migration will not work as a com-
pensation for ageing. Migration, however, is expected 
to play a major role in growth: “Given the fall in fertility 
and the ageing of the population, the migration balance 
will become an increasingly important factor in demo-
graphic growth in the Union” (European Commission 
1995b: 19).  

After the Treaty of Amsterdam (1999) came into effect, 
which established for the first time Community com-
petence for immigration and asylum, the Commission 
published the communication “On a Community Immi-
gration Policy” (COM(2000) 757) in which demographic 
aspects also play an important role: “[T]his Communica-
tion comes at a time when the question of the role of 
the EU with respect to immigration is of particular per-
tinence for a number of reasons. The projected decline 
in population in the EU over the next few decades has 
caught the attention of public opinion. At the same time 
labour shortages in some sectors are creating difficul-
ties in a number of countries. There is a growing rec-
ognition that, in this new economic and demographic 
context, the existing ‘zero’ immigration policies which 
have dominated thinking over the past 30 years are no 
longer appropriate” (COM(2000) 757: 6). Accordingly the 
communication is primarily concerned about economic 
migration, claiming that sufficient attention has not yet 
been given to the role of third-country nationals in the 
EU labour market nor to the need for accompanying 
measures in support of the integration of existing and 
prospective migrants. The Commission, however, stress-

employment” (COM(2007) 244: 5).  

The 2007 demography report argues in a similar way: 
“While the choice to have or not to have (more) children 
is and must remain a private one, there appears to be 
scope for policies to enable families to make their choic-
es” (SEC(2007) 638: 10). The Commission emphasises 
again that public policies that promote greater gender 
equality and facilitate the reconciliation of work and 
family seem to be most successful, since it is primarily 
women who adjust their career ambitions to the needs 
of their families, either by dropping out of the labour 
market or working part-time.  

Until today the two main dimensions in the political dis-
cussion within the field of “Family and Fertility” at the 
level of the European Commission regarding the ques-
tion of how to alleviate the consequences of ageing are 
(1) reconciliation of professional and family life and (2) 
equality between men and women. Both approaches 
are seen as crucial in regard to dealing with the conse-
quences of demographic ageing, but also in influencing 
– at least indirectly – the demographic development it-
self. 
 

5.3 LEGAL MIGRATION 

In this section we will delineate how the issue of legal 
migration has been discussed in regard to demographic 
change at the level of the European Commission since 
the mid-1990s. We do not include asylum, irregular mi-
gration and mobility of EU citizens. Although these is-
sues are also relevant in demographic terms, the restrict-
ed scope of this paper necessitated a selection due to 
feasibility reasons. We decided to include legal migra-
tion, since it is one of the classical topics within demo-
graphic debates.  

In the first demography report published in 1994, one 
chapter is devoted to migration and the question of 
whether it could help to modify demographic change 
(COM(94) 595). The Commission concludes that interna-
tional migration cannot “in any case” counteract the ef-
fects of population ageing in the Member States: “Stud-
ies at national level have unequivocally shown, that it 
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significantly lower rates of employment and economic 
growth, while it re-emphasises that immigration to fully 
compensate for the impact of demographic ageing on 
the labour market is not a realistic option: “Immigration 
can help in filling current and future needs of the EU 
labour markets. In addition it can contribute to spread-
ing the effects of the demographic transition between 
2010 and 2030 over a longer period of time, bearing 
in mind that, on its own, it cannot solve all the effects 
of population ageing. It will therefore be important to 
find ways of managing (…) migratory pressures through 
adequate policies of entry and settlement. It will be of 
equal importance to realise the potential benefits of im-
migration and to facilitate the integration of immigrants 
through better policies on immigration and integration 
at local, regional, national and EU level” (COM(2003) 336: 
17). Against this background the Commission discussed 
a number of challenges concerning immigration as a 
means to mitigate the consequences of demographic 
change, for example:

• the attraction and recruitment of migrants suitable for 
the EU labour force in terms of qualifications, experience 
and personal abilities; 

• the need to ensure a level playing field in regards to the 
competition within the EU and between OECD countries 
in terms of suitable migrants; 

• the effective integration of migrants into the labour 
market may require some time and the attenuation of 
the demographic imbalances will depend largely on 
permanent immigration; 

• the recourse to immigrants should not be detrimental 
to developing countries (“brain drain”); 

• economic immigration should not lead to lasting dis-
crepancies between the sectoral or occupational distri-
bution of immigrants and nationals in the EU; 
 

• shaping immigration requires that changes in the sta-
tus of migrants or in the duration of their stay are under 
control and that undeclared work of immigrants is tack-
led;  

• non-economic types of immigration will always play 
a role in migration flows and it is important to also 
acknowledge and develop the aptitudes and skills of 
these immigrants; 

es that related strategies are not focused on the “adop-
tion of a policy of replacement migration (…) as a possi-
ble scenario to counteract demographic decline. Rather 
they make up a controlled approach which is based on a 
common assessment of the economic and demographic 
development of the Union, and of the situation in the 
countries of origin, and takes account of its capacity of 
reception” (COM(2000) 757: 14). The Commission again 
underlines that migrants can make a positive contribu-
tion to the labour market, to economic growth and to 
the sustainability of social protection systems. Therefore 
the Commission calls for a shift to a proactive immigra-
tion policy which “will require strong political leadership 
and a clear commitment to the promotion of pluralistic 
societies and a condemnation of racism and xenopho-
bia. It will be necessary to emphasise the benefits of im-
migration and of cultural diversity and, in commenting 
on issues related to immigration and asylum, avoid lan-
guage which could incite racism or aggravate tensions 
between communities” (COM(2000) 757: 22). 

The next year the Commission again highlights the 
importance of migration in times of demographic 
change, but also the necessity of effective integration 
in the White Paper “A New Impetus for European Youth” 
(COM(2001) 681): The “ageing of the population will also 
make it necessary to call on human resources from out-
side the European Union in order to make up for labour 
shortages. Our societies will have to diversify in ethnic, 
religious, social and linguistic terms. And all this will 
have to be properly controlled, particularly with regards 
to young people, if we are to avoid social tensions or 
negative repercussions for education systems and the 
labour market” (COM(2001) 681: 9). 

In 2003 the Commission published the communica-
tion “On Immigration, Integration and Employment” in 
which the role of immigration in regard to demographic 
ageing is discussed in more detail: “Within the context 
of the EU, the immigration policies of one country inevi-
tably have an impact on the others. There is now a com-
mon additional factor – the pressure of demographic 
change throughout the EU. The EU must therefore pre-
pare for current and future immigration in a responsible 
and effective way” (COM(2003) 336: 26). The Commission 
warns that a zero increase in net flows would result in 
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tween now and 2025, although it is not enough on its 
own to solve all the problems associated with ageing 
and it is no substitute for economic reforms. (…) Given 
the demographic situation in Europe and its geographi-
cal environment, this immigration will also be intended 
to reinforce the population in general, and not only to 
supply manpower. This means that the admission mech-
anisms for third country nationals must be managed 
effectively and transparently, and proactive integration 
and equal opportunities policies must be ensured, in or-
der to achieve a balance between the respective rights 
and responsibilities of migrants and host societies. The 
option of a wider recourse to immigration as part of the 
response to demographic ageing needs to be discussed 
at national and European levels, as well as with the coun-
tries of origin” (COM(2005) 94: 6). 

One year later, in 2006, the Commission defines in its 
communication “The Demographic Future of Europe – 
From challenge to opportunity”, the issue of “receiving 
and integrating immigrants in Europe” as one of the five 
key areas for constructive policy responses to take full 
advantage of the opportunities of demographic change. 
The Commission points out a number of issues that need 
to be considered in this regard (COM(2006) 571: 4f.):

• The impact of immigrants on population ageing will 
depend on how well they integrate into the formal 
economy.  

• Immigration may temporarily help to reduce the finan-
cial impact of an ageing population when immigrants 
pay contributions into public pension schemes. Howev-
er, economically active immigrants will also accumulate 
their own pension rights. Their longer-term contribution 
to a sustainable balance in public finances will there-
fore depend on the existence of well-designed pension 
schemes.  

• For the countries of origin, the emigration of a large 
section of the young educated population is likely, for 
certain countries and sectors, to give rise to a “brain 
drain”. Therefore, the possibilities offered by temporary 
migration and the voluntary return of migrants to their 
countries of origin should not be ignored. 

 
The Commission concludes: “[T]he EU today is working 
with the Member States to develop elements of a com-

• to address the consequences of demographic ageing, 
the EU must also tap into its existing human resources in 
terms of immigrants already residing in the EU.  

In early 2005 the Commission launched the Green Paper 
“EU Approach to Managing Economic Migration”, which 
highlights the need to review immigration policies “rec-
ognising the impact of demographic decline and ageing 
on the economy” (COM(2004) 811: 3). The paper outlines 
the main issues at stake and puts forward possible op-
tions for an EU legislative framework on economic migra-
tion regarding the degree of harmonisation, admission 
procedures for paid employment and self-employment, 
applications for work and residence permits, possibility 
of changing employer/sector, rights of migrant workers 
and accompanying measures.  

The Green Paper was followed by “Policy Plan on Legal 
Migration” in which the Commission defines a road 
map for the 2006-2009 period containing actions and 
legislative initiatives to pursue a coherent development 
of EU legal migration policy (COM(2005) 669). On the level 
of legislative measures the focus is on the conditions and 
the procedures of admission for selected categories of 
economic immigrants (highly skilled workers, seasonal 
workers, intra-corporate transferees, remunerated 
trainees). Another focus is on establishing which rights 
immigrants shall enjoy in employment – not only out 
of reasons of fairness for the immigrants, but also to 
establish a level playing field within the EU. On a general 
level, the Commission again points out that immigration 
in itself does not provide a long-term solution to falling 
birth rates and an ageing population, but that it is one 
of the available tools within a broader policy mix to 
tackle the effects of demographic change. It is further 
emphasised that “admission of economic immigrants is 
as inseparable from measures on integration on the one 
hand, as it is from the fight against illegal immigration 
and employment, including trafficking on the other” 
(COM(2005) 669: 4).  

Also in 2005 the Green Paper “Confronting Demo-
graphic Change – A new solidarity between genera-
tions“ (COM(2005) 94) discusses the possible benefits of 
immigration: “Immigration from outside the EU could 
help to mitigate the effects of the falling population be-
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In 2008 the Commission proposes principles on which 
a common immigration policy should build upon in its 
communication “A Common Immigration Policy for Eu-
rope: Principles, actions and tools” (COM(2008) 359). In 
the introduction it stresses that: “In a context of an age-
ing Europe, the potential contribution of immigration to 
EU economic performance is significant.” The Commis-
sion defines ten principles grouped under three head-
ings: prosperity, security and solidarity. From the per-
spective of legal immigration as a means to mitigate the 
effects of demographic change, the principles defined 
under the heading of “prosperity” are particularly rele-
vant in which the different threads of the debate thus far 
are summarised: (1) clear rules and a level playing field, 
(2) matching skills and needs, and (3) integration as a key 
to successful immigration.  

In its “Communication on Migration” (COM(2011) 248) 
the Commission aims at placing recent and future pol-
icy proposals into a framework that takes into account 
all relevant aspects and allows the EU and its Member 
States to manage asylum, migration and mobility of 
third-country nationals in a secure environment. In 
terms of the demographic potential of migration, the 
Commission states (COM(2011) 248: 4):  

“A comprehensive migration policy for non-EU-na-
tionals based on common admission procedures, 
which treats third-country nationals fairly, will 
moreover contribute to the EU’s future prosperity. 
As underlined in the Europe 2020 Strategy, one of 
the most pressing economic challenges faced by 
Europe is the need to address the demographic de-
cline in its working age population coupled with sig-
nificant projected skills shortages in certain sectors. 
To remain competitive and allow it to maintain its 
social model in a sustainable way, Europe needs to 
adopt measures to improve the employment rates 
of EU residents, but must at the same time take con-
crete steps to meet its projected labour needs via 
targeted immigration of third country nationals.“

The discussion about migration and demographic 
change follows the thematic lines presented so far in the 
following years. At the general level the focus has moved 
more towards human and security aspects of migration 
policy in light of the events in the Southern Mediter-

mon policy on legal immigration, focusing particularly 
on immigration for work purposes in order to satisfy re-
quirements in certain sectors of the labour market. This 
policy should be supplemented by tighter policies on 
integrating third-country nationals, allocating greater 
financial resources, and by striking up partnerships with 
emigration countries” (COM(2006) 571: 11). 

One year later the Commission re-emphasises the im-
portance of an effective European immigration policy 
in its communication “Towards a Common Immigration 
Policy” (COM(2007) 780: 11): “Immigration can make a 
significant contribution to the prosperity of the EU, but 
this requires a big improvement in the match between 
labour market needs, the skills of migrants and their 
overall integration.” The Commission claims that discus-
sions should focus on the actions needed to manage 
immigration effectively, on the resources needed and 
on the potential impact and challenges of immigration. 
Four possible positive effects of migration are specifi-
cally highlighted: 

• Immigrants do not only increase the overall size of the 
labour market, but they may establish themselves as en-
trepreneurs, while there is also growing evidence of a 
business case for diversity (e.g. ethnic diversity). 

• Immigrants help to alleviate labour shortages, e.g. in 
the service and health sector due to population ageing 
and an increase in women’s participation in the labour 
market. In addition, highly-skilled immigrants bring 
technical expertise, broaden the skill base and improve 
the quality of human capital. 

• Immigration can contribute to the financing of the pub-
lic pay-as-you-go pension schemes in the medium term, 
while appropriate pension reforms are necessary in the 
long term. 

• Immigrants contribute to the economic development 
of the Member States because they are tax payers and 
consumers of goods and services.  

The Commission, however, again points out that the 
“potential for significant overall gains from immigration 
can only be realised if integration is successful. Integra-
tion policy should therefore be seen as a continuum, 
running from entry through to settlement and to social 
and economic inclusion” (COM(2007) 780: 8).  
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grants” (COM(2015) 240: 14). The Commission focuses on 
the following areas within the legal migration pillar to 
be further developed: well-managed regular migration 
and visa policy, effective integration and maximizing the 
development benefits for countries of origin. 

ranean since the 2011 Arab Spring, and wars and other 
crises from Ukraine to the Middle East and North Africa, 
which have given the issue a new sense of urgency. Thus 
the Commission states in its communication “The Global 
Approach to Migration and Mobility” (COM(2011)743: 
2): “Migration is now firmly at the top of the European 
Union’s political agenda”.  

In its communication “A European Agenda on Migration” 
(COM(2015) 240) the Commission presents a proposal 
that outlines the steps the EU should take now and in 
the coming years to build up a coherent and compre-
hensive approach to reap the benefits and address the 
challenges deriving from migration, stating that “the 
reality is that across Europe, there are serious doubts 
about whether our migration policy is equal to the pres-
sure of thousands of migrants, to the need to integrate 
migrants in our societies, or to the economic demands 
of a Europe in demographic decline” (COM(2015) 240: 2). 
The first part of the new European Agenda on migration 
responds to the need for swift and determined action 
in response to the human tragedy in the whole of the 
Mediterranean and focuses on immediate action in the 
areas of saving lives at sea, targeting criminal smuggling 
networks, relocation, resettlement, working with third 
countries to tackle migration upstream, and providing 
help for frontline Member States. In the second part four 
pillars to better manage migration are laid out: (1) re-
ducing the incentives for irregular migration, (2) border 
management, (3) a strong common asylum policy and 
(4) a new policy on legal migration.  

In the development of the pillar on legal migration – 
which from the perspective of this paper is the most 
relevant one – the Commission underlines that the EU 
is competing with other economies to attract workers 
with the skills needed, while it is facing a series of long-
term economic and demographic challenges: “Migra-
tion will increasingly be an important way to enhance 
the sustainability of our welfare system and to ensure 
sustainable growth of the EU economy. This is why, even 
if the case for legal migration will always be difficult 
at a time of high unemployment and social change, it 
is important to have in place a clear and rigorous com-
mon system, which reflects the EU interest, including by 
maintaining Europe as an attractive destination for mi-
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special focus on the bridges between different stages of 
life. In the Commission’s view, such an investment would 
lead to larger growth, lower dependency burdens and 
substantial cost savings in public spending.  

One should not forget that most of the political compe-
tences regarding legislation and legally binding acts in 
the policy fields with a special demographic relevance 
are the responsibility of the national governments of the 
EU Member States. The main role of the EU in terms of 
population policies is one of supporting national policy 
development and fostering exchange of knowledge and 
best practices. Therefore the accumulation, discussion 
and dissemination of such knowledge on the European 
level is crucial to find sustainable solutions to one of the 
biggest challenges of our time.  

6. CONCLUSIONS 

Over the last 25 years demographic change has been 
firmly established on the political agenda of the Euro-
pean Commission as a cross-sectional issue particularly 
relevant in the fields of employment and social policy, 
health and migration. In institutional terms DG EMPL is 
most concerned with demographic change with a more 
general view on demographic developments and chal-
lenges, and on how to best mitigate the consequences 
of ageing, but also with a special focus on employment, 
social protection and social inclusion. DG SANTE and DG 
HOME are dealing primarily with those aspects of demo-
graphic change that are related to health and migration, 
respectively.  

Overall the Commission specifically highlights four in-
terrelated aspects of demographic ageing: the fall in 
population, the decline in the number of children and 
young people, the shrinking workforce and the increase 
in the number of people approaching retirement age. 
The main – also interlinked – challenges discussed over 
the years against this background can be roughly sum-
marised as: How can growth and sound public finances 
be maintained? How can we adjust well to an ageing and 
shrinking workforce? How can adequate and sustainable 
pensions be secured? How can access to a high quality 
health care system with financial viability and sustain-
ability be assured for all? To deal with these challenges 
the Commission proposes political activities specifically 
in five dimensions: demographic renewal, employment, 
economic growth, migration and integration, and public 
finances. One approach that is considered to be crucial 
in regards to more or less all of these dimensions is an 
increase in the overall size of the workforce. Related and 
further key concepts of the discussion are, for example, 
active and healthy ageing, lifelong learning, investment 
in human capital, reconciliation of work and family, flex-
ible retirement and pension schemes, gender equality, 
social cohesion, intergenerational solidarity, and innova-
tion and growth.  

Over the years the Commission has emphasised more 
and more the need for a life course approach to mitigate 
the consequences of ageing by not only focusing on old-
er people, but on all generations by strengthening peo-
ple’s skills, capacities, health, as well as their economic 
and social integration over the whole life course with a 
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NOTES

[1] The discussion paper series is part of Population Europe’s strategy to promote comprehensive knowledge and new insights that 
are based on top research findings and to also make them easily accessible to non-academic audiences interested in Europe’s de-
mographic future (www.population-europe.eu). As the collaborative network of Europe’s leading demographic research centres, 
Population Europe has developed an extensive set of tools to efficiently disseminate research outcomes to researchers, policy mak-
ers, civil society, the media and other interested audiences. Furthermore, Population Europe actively promotes direct exchange 
between scientists and societal decision-makers through regular conferences and workshops jointly organised with its partners. 

[2] In some countries, population policies are known as demography policies as, for example, in Germany for historical reasons (e.g. 
Bundesministerium des Innern 2015).  

[3] Population policies are much harder to delineate when a broader approach is taken. It is difficult to find a policy area that may 
not have an influence on the demographic set-up of a society or that may not react to demographic developments. From 
this perspective, it can be described as an umbrella policy covering all political programmes and activities that are directly or 
indirectly influencing population variables. Understood in this broad sense, it is a highly complex policy field including numerous 
different policy areas. This is especially true for industrialised countries like the Member States of the EU: “In fact, whereas 
population policies in developing countries are generally well defined and focused on a few key interventions (e.g., family 
planning programs), the situation is different in industrialized countries, which have complex systems of social policies that are 
more difficult to adjust to fit new orientations. In this context, it is difficult to coordinate population policy measures since they 
take the form of an array of socioeconomic regulations that must be implemented by many different agencies” (May 2005: 843). 

[4] In the original German text Mayer (2011) talks about “verwalten” and “gestalten”.  

[5] http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/economic_governance/index_en.htm (02.11.15).  

[6] http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/european_economy/ageing_report/index_en.htm (27.10.15).  

[7] Implementation of the EU’s economic rules is organised annually in a cycle known as the European Semester. For further infor-
mation, see: http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/economic_governance/the_european_semester/index_en.htm (02.11.15).  

[8] “The Open Method of Coordination (OMC) is used by Member States to support the definition, implementation and evalu-
ation of their social policies and to develop their mutual cooperation. A tool of governance based on common objectives 
and indicators, the method supplements the legislative and financial instruments of social policy.” Http://europa.eu/leg-
islation_summaries/employment_and_social_policy/social_inclusion_fight_against_poverty/em0011_en.htm (25.09.15).  

[9] http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/ (02.11.15). 

[10] “Economic and social cohesion – as defined in the 1986 Single European Act – is about ‘reducing disparities between the various re-
gions and the backwardness of the least-favoured regions’. The EU’s most recent treaty, the Lisbon Treaty, adds another facet to cohe-
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