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adaptability: a topic of key  
importance to the european social fund 

Today’s advancements and innovation in technology, globalisation, the emergence of 
new business models, the development of the European single market, the occurrence 
of major changes in consumer demand, and the economic change and restructuring as 
a whole require that both enterprises and the workforce are capable, ready, and willing to 
adapt continuously. As far as companies are concerned, this translates into the ability to 
tune their operation to current and emerging economic conditions and managing their 
workforce in a flexible way. Innovative products and services, effective management 
of the company and a creative approach to human resources management and work 
organisation systems are all needed for future success in a fast changing environment. 
Similarly, an adaptable workforce consists of employees who have acquired transferable 
competences, allowing them to take up different professional roles within an enterprise 
or outside of it, if needed. This asks for a continuous updating of skills according to the 
current demands and the future needs of the labour market.

Anticipating, restructuring and managing change has become an important issue in the 
employment strategies of both companies and authorities. The concept of flexicurity, 
which combines job flexibility with income security, is gaining ground across Europe. 
Acknowledging and responding to these needs and trends, the European Social Fund for 
the period 2000-2006 placed the development of employment through improving the 
adaptability and skills of people among its chief priorities. The Fund further enhanced its 
support to the adaptability of enterprises and the continuous training of workers for the 
2007-2013 programming period. 

In the period 2000-2006, 23 out of 25 Member States used the European Social Fund 
support to address the adaptability of their enterprises and the continuing training of 
their workers. The ESF is currently supporting adaptability interventions in all 27 Member 
States. 
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The european social fund in a nutshell 

The European Social Fund is devoted to promoting employment in the EU. It helps 
Member States make Europe’s workforce and companies better equipped to face new 
and global challenges. It co-finances interventions supported by national public and 
private funds. The ESF strategy and budget is negotiated and decided between the EU 
Member States, the European Parliament and the Commission. On this basis, seven-year 
Operational Programmes (OPs) are planned by Member States and approved by the 
European Commission. 

Operational Programmes 2000-2006: total expenditure claimed (in € million) per Member 
State

Member State Expenditure Member State Expenditure

Austria 1,326 Latvia 115

Belgium 2,416 Lithuania 166

Cyprus 22 Luxembourg 47

Czech Republic 297 Malta 9

Denmark 779 Poland 1,776

Estonia 71 Portugal 7,145

Finland 2,365 Slovakia 241

France 12,204 Slovenia 60

Germany 20,930 Spain 17,388

Greece 4,783 Sweden 2,661

Hungary 288 The Netherlands 2,458

Ireland 1,778 United Kingdom 13,285

Italy 12,909
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esf 2000-2006: facts and figures

Most information in this brochure relates to the period 2000-2006. In 2000, the ESF 
was open to the then 15 EU Member States. Additional programmes started in 2004 to 
accommodate the priorities of 10 new Member States. A few figures to illustrate the size 
of the ESF interventions: 

Over 200 OPs together spent a total of € 105 billion: just over half (€ 54 billion)  ®
was paid for by the ESF, while the public and private sectors in the Member 
States invested the remaining € 51 billion. 

More than 75 million people were involved in ESF activities. This corresponds to  ®
about 24% of the total population between 16 and 64 years in the EU.

The ESF is committed to equal opportunities. Overall, the involvement in ESF  ®
was balanced: 52% were women and 48% men. 

ESF is helping to prepare young people find suitable work: 37% of all participants  ®
were between 16 and 25 years old. 

Supporting initiatives to keep people on the labour market is key to the ESF, in  ®
particular when workers are getting older: seven percent of ESF participants 
were over 55 years old. 

Overall, 54% of ESF participants were unemployed, 38% were employed and 8%  ®
were inactive, i.e. not readily available to get and stay in a job.

Evaluations and monitoring data show that approximately half of the  ®
unemployed participants find employment within 12 months of completing an 
intervention. The range is 40 to 80%.

These figures do not cover the EQUAL Community Initiative which was also funded by 
the ESF.
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defining the borders of  
adaptability interventions within esf 

The study which forms the basis for this brochure looked at adaptability from a double 
perspective: on the one hand, focusing on the three stages of the restructuring process 
- anticipation, management and mitigation of the effects of economic change - and on 
the other hand addressing the two main target groups of this process: enterprises and 
workers. Issues such as entrepreneurship, health and safety at work or the reconciliation 
of work and private life are not covered.

insight:

The United Kingdom - example of a “holistic” use of ESF funding

The UK had an all-round approach to supporting adaptability of enterprises and 
continuing training of workers. The following initiatives were adopted with a view to 
increasing the flexibility of both companies and workers: 

knowledge ®  about what needs to be done: Over 13,500 research studies and 
analyses were conducted; 

support for existing solutions: ®  Over 3,200 existing jobs were supported with 
the help of ESF and over 2,200 start-ups were supported, out of which over 50% 
existed after 1 year from the moment of setting up; 

acting for new initiatives: ®  The UK was one of the leaders in developing training 
courses and training curricula - over 1,700 training programmes were developed 
with the ESF funding and over 26,800 qualifications were gained.

ensuring a supportive environment: ®  ESF supported childcare provision for 
workers in training who have children under the age of 5. The value added of 
such an initiative was very high - it greatly increased accessibility of training 
programmes for parent workers. 
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esf as a major source of investment in  
the adaptability of enterprises and workers

Between 2000 and 2006, more than € 12 billion was invested in interventions 
accompanying the economic restructuring process, aggregating contributions from ESF, 
national public authorities and the private sector. On average, ESF contributed 43% of 
the total expenditure in the area of adaptability. This corresponds to 10% of the total 
investment by ESF. More than € 2 billion was spent on adaptability interventions in 
Germany and in the UK, while some medium-sized Member States like the Netherlands 
and Sweden spent just above and just below € 1.5 billion, respectively. 

For the period 2007-2013, the ESF budgeted € 13.5 billion to co-finance adaptability 
interventions. This represents 18% of the total ESF investment across the EU. Member 
States such as Ireland (76%), Denmark (56%) and the Netherlands (49%) are allocating a 
significant part of their ESF budget to adaptability. Romania stands out among the new 
Member States, dedicating 26% of the ESF budget to adaptability.

National expenditure

ALLOCATION OF TOTAL EXPENDITURE ON ADAPTABILITY ACROSS 
ESF, NATIONAL AND PRIVATE FUNDING SOURCES (2000-2006)

25%

ESF expenditure
National Public
National Private
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Between 2000 and 2006, almost € 12 billion was invested in the  ®

adaptability of enterprises and workers. The ESF contributed 
over 40% of this amount. 

More than 7 million people and over 400,000 enterprises  ®

benefited from these interventions 

One out of seven beneficiaries was an older worker ®

ESF was particularly supportive to actions anticipating  ®

economic change

Special attention was given to actions in support of SMEs ®

The 2007-2013 ESF budget for adaptability amounts to € 13.5  ®

billion

over 7 million people benefited from support

Between 2000 and 2006, ESF financed actions for workers from which over 7 million 
people benefited. The biggest number of participants was found in the UK and Italy, 
with more than 1 million participants each. Some medium-sized Member States 
like Austria and Portugal reported more than 800,000 and 650,000 participants, 
respectively. Though Poland only joined the EU in 2004, the ESF-supported 
adaptability interventions reached more than 200,000 participants in three years. 

european social fund support to adaptability at a glance
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More than 1 million people  
over 55 years of age received assistance

Information provided by 12 Member States shows that most beneficiaries from 
adaptability measures were people between 26 and 54 years. Young people (under 25) 
and older workers (above 55) both account for 15% of the participants. The share of 
older workers benefiting from ESF supported adaptability actions is almost twice as high 
as their average involvement in ESF actions. People do remain in employment longer 
nowadays and often find themselves in the situation to change careers several times 
during their working life. In some Member States such as Finland (40%) and Belgium 
(35%), older workers represent a very significant part of ESF beneficiaries. 

 
over 400,000 companies were involved  
in esf-supported actions on restructuring

The ESF also supported a wide range of interventions to the benefit of enterprises, 
reportedly reaching about 400,000 companies between 2000 and 2006. Not all Member 
States reported the number of companies involved or the number of jobs that were 
created with ESF support. In the UK almost 6,000 jobs were created and even more than 
8,000 in Finland. In a few cases measures to create new jobs were addressed exclusively 
to women. The ESF concentrated not only on safeguarding already existing jobs. Some 
Member States, notably again Finland and the UK, used ESF support to create 11,500 
new firms.

european social fund support to adaptability at a glance
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The esf supports all stages of the  
restructuring and economic change process 

ESF helped Member States address the usually underestimated anticipation of economic 
change and skills needs. Enterprises benefited through information and counselling on 
working time and organisational development, while workers received assistance in career 
development, individual skills development plans and support for professional mobility.

Member States also used ESF support to manage change and promote adaptability. 
Activities ranged from various types of further training, skills and competence 
development, measures in the field of modern technologies and supporting activities 
in the field of innovative work organization, work-life balance, etc. Addressing the needs 
of small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) in particular, many measures supported 
the development of adequate training and competence development structures and 
systems such as tailor-made training programmes, job rotation schemes and/or pooling 
of resources.

insight:

ESF helps to raise qualifications in the key sectors

The Greek Organisation of Tourism Education and Training (OTEK) implemented a 
training project called “Managing change in Greek tourism” in the period 2001-2003. 
The course was targeted at people with low qualifications, who were either seasonally 
employed within the tourist sector or unemployed. Almost 3,500 participants enrolled 
during the recruitment campaigns, almost half of which were women. The participants 
who completed the course were awarded a professional certificate widely recognised 
within the sector and by the Greek authorities.
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insight:

ESF assistance to introduce individualised work arrangements

In the Netherlands ESF co-financed between 2001 and 2005 a total of 140 experiments 
in flexible work arrangements. Experiments ranged from providing leisure activities for 
children out of school hours to introducing flexi-time or part-time work in industry. 
One of the successful examples was a hospital that recruited more women for their 
operating teams by introducing an innovative contract that allowed them to fit their 
work around their parenting responsibilities. By doing so, the number of operations 
carried out increased by 341 over five months, reducing the patient waiting list. The 
results of these experiments found their way into the life-work policies of companies, 
organisations and government. 

insight:

ESF helps to keep people employed

The ESF supported the restructuring of the Rover plant in the UK through job 
matching, training, making individual training plans, helping disadvantaged persons, 
wage subsidies to employers hiring skilled workers, and start-up loans. In contrast to 
initial estimates of 13,000 to 20,000 job losses at Rover and its supplier companies, 
only 3,200 job losses occurred. The ESF supported interventions led to the following 
achievements: 

almost 3,700 individual training plans were accomplished;  ®

over 2,600 beneficiaries entered into training; ®

about 4,400 redundant staff re-entered employment. ®

Thirdly, ESF contributed to interventions that accompanied restructuring and structural 
change at the level of enterprises and helped their workers to cope with the effects of 
restructuring and change. Initiatives such as redeployment measures, promotion of self-
employment and starting a business or support measures for enterprises undergoing 
economic restructuring processes were carried out throughout the European Union 
with the support of ESF.
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esf focused on anticipation of  
economic change and skill needs 

The anticipation stage of an economic restructuring process usually does not receive a 
lot of attention from national policy makers. In the case of the ESF; however, a quarter 
of the expenditure on adaptability was used to prepare workers for change and prevent 
them from falling into unemployment. Following actions for workers and enterprises 
have been set up during the preparatory phase:

WORKERS ENTERPRISES

Individual career development, guidance, 
counselling, designing development 
plans

Early warning systems, labour market 
analysis and forecasts enabling 
predictions about employment and skills 
trends

Up-skilling, improvement of workers’ 
flexibility, competence development

Support for organizational development, 
information and counselling 
for enterprises, development of 
competitiveness

Professional mobility - multi-skilling for 
mobility

Promotion of economic change

Training of trainers programmes

Some Member States such as Sweden concentrated on developing competence 
diversity, accessibility and equality, while others like the UK focused on developing 
entrepreneurship, promoting self-employment, gaining qualifications and introducing 
sustainable management systems.

emphasis on small and medium-size enterprises

SMEs were an important recipient of ESF support. More than half of the Member States 
earmarked a certain portion of the funds addressed to enterprises for SMEs. The most 
active countries were Germany, Spain and Portugal. Finland mainly supported micro-
enterprises: more than half of the companies supported in Finland employed less than 
10 people. Moreover, the UK (€ 346 million) and Italy (€ 22 million) reserved part of the 
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ESF funding exclusively to SMEs. In both countries more than 10% of the expenditure 
was covered by private sources.

The attention to SMEs continues to be significant in the current implementation period, 
with 40% of all programmes explicitly addressing their situation.

insight:

Preparing SMEs for change 

The project “Making a Change a Chance” was conducted between 2005 and 2007 
by the Institute for Extension Studies of the University of Tampere, together with 
the Federation of Enterprises in the Tampere Region and Finn-Medi Research Ltd. It 
developed the readiness and flexibility of SMEs to respond to changes in the Finnish 
economy through three initiatives: 

“Learn, Adapt and Renew” provided strategic training to assist in working out an  ®
effective management plan and a valid strategy to address economic changes; 

“Work Capability” provided training for workers at risk of marginalisation,  ®
with reduced work capability or with strong rehabilitation needs. A total of 
15 enterprises received tailor-made training on subjects such as ergonomics, 
occupational health, health-related fitness and occupational safety; 

“Contact” provided assistance for the smallest and the most at-risk companies  ®
in the area. Training programmes were customised, bite-sized, easy to start with 
and cheap).

esf’s added value for the  
adaptability of workers and enterprises

Adaptability is an important policy field for the ESF and encompasses a variety of actions 
addressing different target groups. The main role of the ESF is to complement national 
and regional initiatives that enhance the capacity of both workers and enterprises to 
manage change. The added value of the ESF is in its approach: the promotion of holistic 
and sustainable solutions, the involvement of all relevant stakeholders and the emphasis 
on the anticipation of enterprise restructuring and job loss.
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Member State Budget Member State Budget
Austria 1,184 Latvia 657

Belgium 2,320 Lithuania 1,210

Bulgaria 1,395 Luxembourg 50

Cyprus 150 Malta 132

Czech Republic 4,436 Poland 11,420

Denmark 510 Portugal 9,210

Estonia 462 Romania 4,335

Finland 1,420 Slovakia 1,764

France 10,275 Slovenia 889

Germany 15,666 Spain 11,426

Greece 5,726 Sweden 1,383

Hungary 4,270 The Netherlands 1,705

Ireland 1,360 United Kingdom 8,598

Italy 15,321

european social fund 2007-2013: investing in people 

In the current programming period 2007-2013, the ESF has a budget of € 76 billion to  
co-finance 117 Operational Programmes in all 27 Member States. National public and private 
funds amount to a further € 41 billion. The interventions supported are in the fields of: 

(i) adaptability of workers and enterprises; 
(ii) access to employment and inclusion in the labour market; 
(iii) social inclusion of disadvantaged people; 
(iv) reform in education and training systems; 
(v) good governance, partnership and the involvement of social partners. 

The map shows that ESF supports activities across all 27 Member States under two 
Objectives. Additional priorities in the so-called Convergence regions are: 

(i) lifelong learning and research and innovation; 
(ii) capacity building of public administrations and services.

Operational Programmes 2007-2013: total budget (in € million) per Member State
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esf 2007-2013 investing in your future

The level of ESF funding differs from one region to another depending on their relative wealth. EU 
regions are divided into four categories, based on their regional GDP per head compared to the EU 
average (EU with 27 or 15 Member States).

Convergence regions: with a GDP per head of less than 75% of the EU-27 average

Phasing-out regions: with a GDP per head of more than 75% of the EU-27 average but less than 75% of 

the EU-15 average

Phasing-in regions: with a GDP per head of less than 75% of the EU-15 average (in the period 2000-2006) 

but more than 75% of the EU-15 average (in the period 2007-2013)

Competitiveness and employment regions: applies to all other EU regions
Position as of January 2007

© EuroGeographics Association for the administrative bounderies



what esf does for you
esf: active labour market policies and public employment services

esf: adaptability of enterprises and continuing training of workers

esf: developing human potential in research and innovation

esf and labour mobility

esf: education and lifelong learning

esf: women, gender mainstreaming and conciliation of work and private life

esf and Roma

esf: sustainable development and eco–technologies

esf: migrants and minorities

esf: urban areas and local employment

esf and older workers

esf and health

esf and entrepreneurship

esf and young people

esf and disabled

esf and institutional capacity

esf and social inclusion

esf and equality mainstreaming

esf and social partners

esf support to building partnerships

esf and culture

Check the latest on these publications at http://ec.europa.eu/esf


