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Education and 
training, in the 
context of a life-
long learning 
perspective, are 
an indispensable 
means for pro-

moting adaptability and employabi-
lity, active citizenship, personal and 
professional fulfilment.

Investment in human capital 
through better education, and the 
development of skills and compe-
tences should be increased. It is 
important to anticipate skills needs 
— and also skills gaps — which are 
emerging in the European labour 
market, as well as to improve the 
matching of knowledge, skills 
and competences with the needs 

of society and the economy, as a 
means to increased competitive-
ness and growth, as well as to 
greater social cohesion, in Europe.

This is more important than ever in 
the current situation of crisis that 
will undoubtedly lead to substan-
tial changes in economic activities 
in Europe coming years.

With this in mind, the Commission 
has elaborated a set of analysis of 
emerging competences in 18 sec-
tors. Those analysis are available 
to all economic, social and profes-
sional organisations, educations 
and training institutions, etc. They 
can help them to refine their stra-
tegies and to engage into forward-
looking actions. 

Preface

Robert Verrue

Director-General, Employment,  
Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities DG
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The renewed Lisbon strategy and 
European Employment strategy 
stress the need for Europe to place 
more emphasis on a better antici-
pation of skill needs together with 
the need to reduce labour markets 
mismatches. These policies aims 
also at minimising social costs 
and facilitating adaptation during 
restructuring processes through 
a better anticipation and positive 
management of change. Globalisa-
tion, technological change, climate 
change and demographic develop-
ments (including ageing and migra-
tion) in that respect pose huge chal-
lenges, comprising both risks and 
opportunities. In that context, the 
Commission has launched recently 
the New Skills for New Jobs initiative 
together with other related Euro-
pean projects aimed at identifying 
future job and skills needs using 
quantitative modelling approaches. 
While having advantages of robust-
ness, stakeholders as well as the 
European Commission identified a 
clear need for complementary more 
qualitative forward-looking analy-
sis. Consequently, the European 
Commission commissioned in 2007 
a series of 18 future-oriented sector 
studies (horizon 2020) on skills and 
jobs following a uniform, qualita-
tive methodology. Results of these 
studies have become available in 
summer 2009, and will be followed 

by a number of other initiatives over 
the oncoming year and beyond. The 
current economic crisis calls for the 
reinforcement of policies aimed at 
developing the employability of the 
workforce. This project fits within 
this policy objective.

18 sector studies,  
one methodology

The results of this study aim to serve 
as a guide in launching further EU 
and other actions to promote the 
strategic management of human 
resources and to foster stronger 
synergies between innovation, 
skills and jobs, taking into account 
the global context and encourag-
ing adaptations to national and 
regional level.

To validate, add and complement 
the findings of the project and 
to make sure that results are dis-
seminated as broadly as possible 
across Europe, relevant stakehold-
ers including European social part-
ners, other services from the Com-
mission with the expertise in the 
sectors analysed, representatives 
from the European Parliament, 
the European Economic and Social 
Committee, the Committee of the 
Regions, Eurofound and Cedefop 
were involved in the project from 
the beginning. 

Aims and methodology
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Aims and methodology

A standard predefined methodol-
ogy was developed by a panel of 
experts under the direction of Prof 
Maria João Rodrigues and applied 
to all 18 studies to ensure consis-
tency and comparability of the 
results, the studies being produced 
by different contractors.

Based on the basic methodologi-
cal framework, each contractor 
 executed 7 defined steps, starting 
with the mapping of main trends, 
key drivers of change, leading to 
scenarios of plausible evolution 
and their implication for employ-
ment at the year 2020 time horizon, 
the identification of implications 

for emerging competences and 
occupation profiles in terms of 
jobs expanding, transforming or 
declining, and their implications 
in terms of strategic choices and 
subsequent recommendations for 
companies, education and train-
ing systems, social partners and 
public authorities at all levels. This 
foresight methodology implies an 
approach combining desk  research 
and expert knowledge.

At the end of each sector study a 
final European workshop for the 
sector was organised by the Com-
mission to validate results as well 
as refine recommendations. In  

Sectors Covered
Automotive industry
Defence
Textiles, wearing apparel and leather products
Printing and publishing
Chemicals, pharmaceuticals, rubber and plastic products
Non-metallic materials (glass, cement, ceramic…)
Electromechanical engineering
Computer, electronic and optical products
Building of ships and boats
Furniture and others
Electricity, gas, water & waste
Distribution, trade
Hotels, restaurants, catering and related services
Transport
Post and telecommunications
Financial services (bank, insurance and others)
Health and social work
Other services, maintenance and cleaning
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addition to European Commis-
sion and Eurofound staff, about 20 
experts per workshop from indus-
try, academia and sector organi-
sations including workers and 
employers’ representatives with 
a sound knowledge of jobs and 
skills were invited to comment and 
provide recommendations to the 
report as part of the methodology. 

Brief description of  
the methodological steps

Mapping

The main purpose of this analy-
sis was to provide factual back-
ground to identify key drivers 
used in the subsequent scenario 
development. Consequently, the 
Report analysed recent sector 
developments and trends and, at 
the same time, depicts the current 
state of play in the sector with an 
emphasis on innovation, skills 
and jobs. It was based on an anal-
ysis of available time series data 
and relevant existing studies. It 
analysed 1) structural character-
istics (production, value added, 
employment in various dimen-
sions, and related factors); 2) 
the value chain; 3) technological 
change and innovation; 4) trade 
and international competition as 
well as 5) regulation. The results 

of all sections were summarised 
in a SWOT analysis and were used 
as input to identify key drivers.

Drivers of change

On the basis of the mapping of 
the sector, a set of key drivers, 
sector specific or not, was identi-
fied. Literature review and expert 
knowledge of the sector were 
then used to define a conclu-
sive list of sector-specific drivers. 
Drivers were classified as exog-
enous or endogenous depend-
ing on the ability for the sector’s 
stakeholders and policymakers 
to influence them. These lists of 
drivers were also discussed in the 
experts’  panel workshops. 

Qualitative scenarios and impli-
cations for employment trends 

The set of selected sectoral  drivers 
of change served as an input to 
 develop scenarios for the evolution 
of the sector and implications for 
different occupations (composition 
of employment / emerging compe-
tences) in the period 2008 to 2020. 

Implications of scenarios and 
emerging competences

Scenarios were built to assess the 
implications for the level (absolute 



7

Aims and methodology

demand) and composition (relative 
demand compared to other job 
functions) of employment of dif-
ferent job functions by 2020. New 
and emergent skills required by dif-
ferent job functions were identified 
based on the analysis of the evolu-
tion of past data on employment 
by occupation, on the analysis from 
the present situation and of experts’ 
comments during the workshop. 
The focus was on identifying and 
describing key and critical com-
petences for the future for each of 
the major occupational function in 
relation to the different scenarios 
elaborated. These formed the basis 
for the strategic choices identified 
in a next step.

Strategic choices for companies to 
meet emergent competence needs

Each sector study assessed possible 
strategic choices in terms of feasi-
bility and actor involvement. The 
options comprised recruiting work-
ers from other sectors, countries, 
recruiting graduates, re-training 
employed workers as well as chang-
ing work organisation. 

Specific implications  
for education and training

Options to improve or to adapt 
education and training systems 

were looked at in this step of the 
methodology, focussing more 
particularly on the specific role 
to be played by sectoral organi-
sations, educational institutions 
and governments such as a stron-
ger cooperation between stake-
holders or an increased flexibility 
through modularisation of educa-
tion and training. 

Recommendations

Each sector study contains spe-
cific recommendations to the 
sector. However, with the studies 
analysing Europe as a whole, the 
recommendations remain gen-
eral and need a follow-up at the 
national and regional level. The 
intention of the project especially 
in the follow up phase is to use the 
results to stimulate stakeholders 
at lower territorial levels (national 
/ regional) to work out results in 
more details, repeat and adapt this 
exercise to local needs rather than 
providing standardised solutions. 
Some general recommendations 
call for an intensified co-operation 
between relevant stakeholders, the 
need to invest strongly in human 
capital, more standardised regu-
lations, enhanced VET to increase 
social mobility and coordinated 
National and European Vocational 
Qualifications.
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The furniture sector consists of 
different submarkets: chairs and 
seats; office shop furniture; kit-
chen furniture; other furniture (i.e. 
garden furniture) and mattresses. 
The countries with the largest 
furniture industries in Europe are 
Italy, Spain, France, Poland and 
Germany, which together repre-
sent 64 % of the total number of 
furniture manufacturing firms in 
Europe. In general there is a shift 
noticable from Western to Eastern 
European countries in manufac-
turing of furniture. The furniture 

industry traditionally is a wood-
based industry in which skilled 
handicraft workers produce fur-
niture made from wood, on the 
basis of a design by a special-
ised designer. The last years new 
trends have changed the furni-
ture industry, including the use of 
new materials as an alternative to 
wood, the shift towards fair-trade 
and environmentally sustainable 
wood. Also new competition from 
outside Europe, mainly in China 
has put pressure on competitive-
ness in the sector. 

The furniture sector – main 
characterisation
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Main economic and 
employment trends 
The European furniture industry 
shows a small increase in produc-
tion and value added in the period 
1995-2006. Since 2000 growth has 
become negative in the EU-15 while 
continuing to show rapid growth in 
the New Member States (NMS). The 
countries which showed the largest 
decline are all Western European: 
Germany, Greece, Luxembourg, 
Denmark, Italy and Belgium. It has 
to be noted that the new Mem-
ber States’ high growth figures are 
starting from a low base. 

In comparison to other manufac-
turing industries, the average fur-
niture company in Europe is much 
smaller in terms of turnover. In 
terms of value added, three coun-
tries produced almost half of the 
total European value added, being 
Italy, Germany and UK. In terms of 
growth, the furniture sector devel-
oped strongly in the NMS with the 
best performing countries being 
Lithuania, Slovakia, Poland, and 
Estonia. In the EU-15 the value add-
ed showed a different picture for 
different countries. In France, Aus-
tria, Ireland and Spain, the value 
added of the furniture sector grew 
faster than the overall economy, 
while in Germany, Greece, Luxem-
burg, Denmark, Italy and Belgium 
the furniture sector showed a 
decline in the period 2000-2006. 

The sector employs almost 1.5 mil-
lion people Europe-wide, with Ger-
many, Poland and Italy as the largest 
employers. Between 2000 and 2006 
employment in the furniture sector 
overall in Europe increased margin-
ally with 0.2 % per year. Although 
two-thirds of employment in fur-
niture is still in the EU-15, employ-
ment in the sector shifted gradually 
but consistently from Western to 
Central and Eastern Europe over the 
last decade. Amongst the emerging 
economies the furniture industry in 
China showed the biggest increase, 
both in terms of value added and 
employment.

While most furniture companies in 
Europe are SMEs, the new Member 
States firms tend to be larger on 
average, with a share in the two 
largest firm categories being twice 
the EU-15 average. The production 
in the EU-15 has moved to smaller 
series production, based on tailor-
made production and mass cus-
tomization using advanced design 
capabilities and specialty technolo-
gies, while most of the furniture 
production in the new Member 
States is based on mass production 
automated manufacturing exploi-
ting scale economies.

The change of the trade balance 
is striking. In the EU-15 the trade 



Furniture

10

balance deteriorated, as well in 
the overall EU, whereas in the new 
Member States the trade balance 
improved. With the growth figures 
of the GDP in mind, this indicated a 

shift of comparative advantage from 
the west to the east – and maybe to 
the rest of the world. The export of 
this industry in the new Member 
States grew faster than the imports.

Furniture Level 2006 Annual growth Share in EU Change in 
share 

EU 1 461 206 0.2 100 0

EU 15 981 645 -1.4 67 -7

NMS 479 561 4.2 33 7

Source: Eurostat/TNO. 

Employment, state-of-play 2006 and changes 2000-2006

Most jobs in the furniture sector 
are in the categories wood trea-
ters and all other craft and trades 
workers. In the New Member states 
the share of wood treaters is even 
larger than in EU-15, while at the 
same time showing a smaller share 
of managers, office clerks and 
 secretaries. The general trend in the 
EU-15 countries is towards fewer 
handworkers and more support-
ing staff like managers; architects, 
engineers; other professionals and 
office clerks and secretaries. In the 
New Member States the share of 
wood treaters and textile, garment, 
pelt and leather treaters is increas-
ing significantly.

In the EU-15, ageing is visible in 
the employment shares based on 

age. In the period 2000-2006, the 
share of employees younger than 
40 decreased in favour of employ-
ees over 40 years old. In the New 
Member States this shift was not 
noticeable. The share of women in 
employment is quite low in both 
NMS and EU-15. Most workers in 
the furniture sector have medium 
education level, with 47% in the 
EU-15 and even 85% in the new 
Member States (see Table 3.5). The 
number of employees with a low 
education level is moderate to low, 
with 36% in the EU-15 and only 
6% in the new Member States. The 
decrease in low educated has been 
9% in the 2000-2006 period alone.
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Employment trends by job function: shares (2006) and changes in 
shares (in%), 2000-2006

Gas, electricity, water Shares, 2006 Changes in shares, 2000-2006

EU15 NMS EU EU15 NMS EU

Managers 8 5 7 1 -1 1

Computing 
professionals

1 0 1 0 0 0

Architects, engineers 4 2 3 2 0 1

Business professionals 3 2 3 0 -1 0

Other professionals & 
technicians

5 4 5 2 -3 1

Office clerks and 
secretaries

10 4 8 1 0 1

Service workers 2 1 1 0 0 0

Extraction and 
building trades

6 4 6 0 -2 0

Metal. machinery 
workers

4 5 4 -1 -1 -1

Precision. handicraft. 
craft printing

6 4 6 -1 -2 -1

Food processing, 
wood treaters

22 32 25 -3 9 0

Textile, garment,  pelt., 
and leather

6 11 8 -1 6 1

Assemblers, craft and 
related trade workers 

4 5 5 0 1 0

All other craft and 
trades workers

11 12 12 0 0 0

Labourers 8 8 7 0 -6 -2

Source: Eurostat Labour Force Survey/TNO
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SWOT Analysis

Strengths Weaknesses

•  Mature and dynamic sector with high 
quality technology and design

•  Established markets within and outside 
of Europe

• Prestiguous image among designers

•  High labour costs in the EU-15 and 
growing labour costs in the NMS

• Needed upgrade in training infrastructure

• Ageing labour force

• Poor innovation levels

Opportunities Threats

•  Increasing demand (in general and in high 
quality segment) with incomes rising

•  Increasing international demand in high-
end furniture in emerging markets (BRIC)

•  New products in line with lifestyle 
changes and eco-furniture trends

•  Developing new business models and 
customer relation systems

•  Need to adapt to competitive pressures, 
as this is an industry “in the throes of 
intense global competition” International 
outsourcing and, to a smaller degree, 
offshoring

• However, protectionists tendencies

•  Further tightening of environmental and 
safety regulations

• Increasing cost of raw materials (wood)

• Purchasing power of retail

Source: TNO-SEOR-ZSI

SWOT Analysis
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Drivers of change have been iden-
tified using a systematic approach 
which addresses trends in Demog-
raphy, Economy, Society, Tech-
nology, Environment and Politics 
(DESTEP). Starting with a long list of 
possible drivers the most relevant 
drivers for this sector have been 
selected in consultation with an 
expert panel using an instrument 

(presented in the table below) that 
scores possible drivers on a number 
of criteria: relevance for the sector, 
uncertainty, expected impact on 
the volume of employment, on the 
composition of employment, and 
on skills and competences – and if 
so when and where. The following 
drivers have been identified as most 
relevant to the furniture sector.

Main drivers of change  
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Four future scenarios have been 
constructed: 1) Local mass pro-
duction, 2) Global mass produc-
tion, 3) Local customisation and 4) 
Global design and customisation 
(as presented in the figure below). 
The scenarios depict plausible and 

credible futures for the furniture 
sector in Europe by 2020. Rather 
than wishful pictures (‘dreams’, 
‘crystal ball gazing’) of the future, 
scenarios are based on drivers and 
trends observed and are derived in 
a logical and deductive way.  

Scenarios and implications  
for employment

Endogenous, sector 
specific drivers:
-  Environmental, health and 

safety regulations
-  Market segmentation, 

customisation, different 
consumer types and life 
styles

-  New services and business 
models 

Full customisation

Exogenous 
drivers:
-  Environmental, 

health 
and safety 
regulations

-  Globalisation: 
competition, 
emerging 
markets

-  Outsourcing 
and off-shoring

-  International 
production 
networks

-  Technology: 
new materials 
(hi-tech 
furniture, ICT)

Local:

-  Slow growth

-  Low 
importance

-  Small

-  Slow growth

(3)
Local 

customisation

(4)
Global 

design and 
customisation

Global:

-  Fast growth

-  High importance

-  Large

-  Rapid growth 
(1)

Local mass 
production

(2)
Global mass 
production

Mass production

Source: TNO-SEOR-ZSI
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Scenario I:•  Local mass produc-
tion. This scenario is essentially 
a continuation of the status quo. 
The importance of globalization 
in this scenario is not very high 
as result of measures to protect 
the position of EU producers. 
European producers (many of 
them small- and medium-sized 
enterprise [SMEs]) continue to 
produce along traditional lines. 
In high labour cost countries like 
the EU-15 further mechanisation 
and automation will diminish 
the labour factor. Due to higher 
costs of mechanisation this pro-
cess will continue in large firms, 
but will later also be introduced 
in SMEs. Although there is some 
protection for EU producers, this 
scenario will result in closure of 
firms and reduced employment 
because the industry fails to 
renew itself and will not be able 
to cater to the demands of an 
increasingly segmented market, 
consisting of a large number of 
small niches.  

Scenario II: Global mass pro-• 
duction. This scenario maintains 
the traditional approach to fur-
niture design and manufactur-
ing, but open markets speed up 
the processes of delocalization, 
outsourcing and the growth of 
global furniture value chains. 

Global mass production will be 
controlled by a few large com-
panies who are not necessarily 
producing furniture themselves, 
but will concentrate on design, 
logistics, integration of the pro-
duction chain and marketing. 
The production will take place 
in low wage labour countries, or 
will be done in high wage labour 
countries in furniture firms with 
a high degree of mechanisation, 
automation and robotisation. 
Implications for EU employment 
are mixed with reductions in 
the EU-15 and possible gains in 
the NMS based on lower labour 
cost. Eventually, as labour costs 
in the NMS rise, production will 
shift to lower wage countries or 
will remain in Europe with a high 
degree of automation and will 
therefore offer limited employ-
ment. 

Scenario III: Local customi-• 
sation. This scenario combines 
the two trends of relatively low 
levels of international competi-
tion and a much more important 
role of consumers in design and 
customisation. The EU furniture 
industry tailors its production to 
an increasingly segmented mar-
ket of different types of consum-
ers (young and old, middle class 
and up-market, etc.). Customers 
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themselves become involved in 
design and adaptation, using 
web-based tools. Shops provide 
advice to customers on design 
and help with practical support. 
This scenario emphasizes, high-
value, high-quality production, 
tailored to a wide range of dif-
ferent customers. It requires the 
development of new systems of 
production organisation like lean 
manufacturing and mass cust-
omisation. The involvement of 
users in product design becomes 
important and and helps to learn 
from specific local customer 
demands. Production of wood 
based on local products can offer 
a new value added in the grow-
ing niche-market of regional 
products. 

Scenario IV: Global customi-• 
sation. The process of mass cus-
tomisation and catering to the 
demands of very different types 
of consumers is extended to the 
global level in this scenario. Due 
to different customer life styles 
and market segmentation, a 
wider variety of customers will 
be served through mass customi-
sation at global scale. Chinese 
and other Asian companies who 
started producing cheap furni-
ture for the mass market are fol-
lowing the example of European 

producers and increasingly pro-
vide tailor-made designs for indi-
vidual consumers. Conversely, 
up-market European companies 
will start to cater to the demands 
of increasingly affluent upper and 
middle classes in the emerging 
market countries. Internet, web-
based design tools, advanced 
logistics and systems of quality 
control allow customers to order 
tailor-made designs directly from 
companies across the globe at 
very competitive prices. New pro-
duction processes include rapid 
manufacturing, virtual prototyp-
ing and a higher degree of mech-
anisation and robotisation that 
make mass-customisation pos-
sible. Although at the moment 
in the furniture industry already 
a reasonable high degree of free-
dom is possible for the customer, 
in this scenario the customer is 
given even more freedom in cus-
tomisation. Customers may want 
a greater choice in use of differ-
ent materials, different colours, 
customizing all sizes and combin-
ing different materials in differ-
ent shapes. Also the application 
of customer designs, patterns 
or pictures in furniture develop-
ment (textile, table, glass, doors, 
etc.) offers additional value add-
ed.  In the Global customisation 
scenario, customers have a higher 
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degree of freedom in customis-
ing their furniture, while the pro-
duction of furniture will be at the 
same speed as mass-production, 
which prevents a higher delivery 
time to the customer. 
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In almost all scenario’s job volume 
effects for the total furniture sector 
in Europe is expected to maintain 
current levels or show a decrease. 
Only in the ‘global customisation’ 
scenario a small increase in employ-
ment in the furniture industry is 
expected, due to a strong focus on 
customisation in a globalised econ-
omy in which Europe is expected 
to be competitive. In both mass 
production scenarios a decrease 
in labourers and skilled handicraft 
workers is foreseen, the last job 
function has the largest share of 
employment in the furniture indus-
try. For mass customisation (both 
local and global) many more and 
different skills are required, lead-
ing to an increase in many different 

job functions. The automation and 
robotisation required for mass cus-
tomisation will be at the expense of 
labourers and to a lesser extent the 
skilled handicraft workers. For the 
local customisation scenario the 
competition will be less fierce and 
more local oriented. A better under-
standing of the local customer is 
needed as well as a stronger orien-
tation on local suppliers of materi-
als. The global customisation sce-
nario will require a slight increase 
in the number of jobs, in almost all 
job functions. This will be fostered 
by the increase in material use, the 
different regulations, languages 
and cultures in both supplier mar-
kets as in consumer markets. 

Implications of scenarios for jobs, 
skills and knowledge by job function
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Identification of emerging 
competences, skills and 
knowledge needs

By taking the scenarios and drivers 
as a starting point, logical inferences 
(‘guestimates’) of skills and knowl-
edge needs were made for each of 
the identified job functions. Skills 
refer to the ability to apply knowl-
edge and use know-how to com-
plete tasks and solve problems. In 
the context of the European Quali-
fication Framework (EQF), skills are 

described as cognitive (involving 
the use of logical, intuitive and cre-
ative thinking) or practical (involv-
ing manual dexterity and the use 
of methods, materials, tools and 
instruments). Knowledge refers to 
the outcome of the accumulation 
of information through learning. It 
is the body of facts, principles, the-
ories and practices that is related 
to a field of work or study. In EQF 
context, knowledge is described as 
theoretical and/or factual. Compe-
tences refer to the proven ability to 

Mass Production Customisation

Local Global Local Global

Managers M M/I I I

ICT professionals M/I I M I

Industrial designers M M/I I I

Production managers M I M I

Accounting & Finance M M/I M M

Sales & marketing M/I I I I

Supply chain managers I I M/I I

Administrative support staff M M M M

Plant and machinery 
maintenance and repair staff

M/I I M/I I

Skilled handicraft workers D D M/D M/D

Machine operators M M M/I M/I

Labourers D D D D

Overall D M/D M M/I

Source: TNO-SEOR-ZSI. Note: D =decrease, I=increase, M=maintain. I/M indicates “slight increase to stabilization of work 
force expected.” Similarly M/D indicates indicates “stabilization to slight decrease of work force expected”, etc.

Implications of scenarios: job volume changes by function, 2009-2020
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use knowledge, skills and personal, 
social and/ or methodological abili-
ties, in work or study situations and 
in professional and personal devel-
opment. Competences thus defined 
come actually close to what is gen-
erally understood nowadays as ‘soft 
skills’. In EQF context, competences 
are described in terms of responsi-
bility and autonomy. In the practi-
cal elaboration of future skills and 
knowledge needs for the purpose 
of this study, both have been fur-
ther ‘disentangled’ to result into six 
clusters of similar and related skills 
and knowledge needs (see table).

Future skills and knowledge 
needs by job function

Across all job functions soft skills 
will become increasingly impor-
tant, especially so for high skilled 
professional job functions. The 

general trend of up-skilling across 
job functions is bound to con-
tinue in the coming years. Due 
to the changing nature of jobs, 
predefined technical knowledge 
capabilities will become some-
what less important while skills 
to adapt and learn new com-
petences and life-long learning 
will be put at a premium. Certain 
knowledge – notably e-skills – will 
become more important. Emerg-
ing competences of higher skilled 
jobs mostly refer to how to learn, 
communicate, interact and adapt 
to changing environments in 
addition to a high quality educa-
tion. Emerging competences in 
medium-educated job functions 
that mostly execute defined tasks 
and processes refer mostly to spe-
cific knowledge sets that can be 
taught through learning. 
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Key emerging skills and knowl-
edge needs for the most impor-
tant job function categories can be 
described as follows1:

  Managers - Global mass pro-
duction and global customi-
sation are the most challeng-
ing scenarios for managers, 

1  For expected changes in main skills and knowledge 
clusters, see tables below. More extensive and detailed 
accounts on future skills and knowledge needs can be 
found in the main report, with further differentiations 
made by scenario. 

 necessitating more creativity, 
planning abilities and marketing 
skills. In the customisation sce-
narios, customer relations skills 
will become very important, 
while in both global scenarios 
social and (inter)cultural skills 
will become more important. 
The local mass production sce-
nario is more-or-less business as 
usual, requiring few additional 
skills and competences.  

Knowledge (‘hard skills’)

•  Legislative / regulatory knowledge (environmental / safety / labour / contracting); 
Language; e-skills; Marketing skills; Technical knowledge; Product knowledge; Product 
development

Social Skills

•  Team working skills; Social perceptiveness (listening / understanding); Communication; 
Networking; Language; Intercultural

Problem-solving Skills

• Analytical skills; Interdisciplinary; Initiative, Multi-skilling; Creativity

Self-management Skills

• Planning; Stress and time management; Flexibility; Multi-tasking

Management skills

•  Strategic & visionary; Coaching and team building; Change management; Project 
management; Process optimizing; Quality management; People skills crucial for collegial 
management style

Entrepreneurial skills

•  Supplier and customer relationship / understanding; Business understanding / 
development; Trend setting / trend spotting

Source: TNO-SEOR-ZSI

Overview of skills and knowledge needs identified for each job 
function and scenario
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  ICT professionals – For the cus-
tomisation scenarios the func-
tioning of a user-friendly website 
that is adapted for customers 
to indicate their preferences is 
necessary for a good function-
ing business. This requires skills 
in understanding suppliers and 
customers, necessary e-skills and 
in the global customisation sce-
nario also intercultural skills. In 
the mass production scenarios a 
further decrease of delivery time 
will become an increasing fac-
tor for competitiveness and will 
require an integration of software 
systems. Planning, process opti-
mizing and quality management 
are important skills in the global 
mass-production and customisa-
tion scenarios.

  Industrial designers – In general 
the role of industrial design-
ers will be different, depending 
on the scenarios. For the global 
mass-production scenario, the 
creativity of the designers will 
be very important for creating 
unique and distinctive designs 
for furniture, while for mass-cus-
tomisation creativity is needed 
to make designs that are adapt-
able for customers. Creativ-
ity is interpreted as the skills 
to create unique, distinguish-
ing and innovative designs. In 

the customisation scenarios a 
stronger service orientation will 
become more important. In the 
global scenarios the social and 
language skills will gain impor-
tance. In the customisation sce-
narios, a close co-operation with 
the customers will become nec-
essary to establish a workable 
concept that takes into account 
individual freedom and the 
translation into doable products. 

  Production managers – In all sce-
narios the shift from handicraft to 
machine and robot manufactur-
ing will ask for a different input 
from the production manager, 
who needs to understand the 
characteristics of new manufac-
turing processes in order to make 
a detailed work plan based on 
the design from the commercial 
designer. Since the production 
manager needs to communicate 
well with designers and produc-
tion employees (machine opera-
tors and skilled handicraft peo-
ple), this person needs to have 
communication, networking and 
team working skills, also to have 
a better the understanding of the 
customer. With more attention 
paid in all scenarios towards the 
production time and efficiency, 
additional management skills like 
project management, process 
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optimizing and quality manage-
ment will become more important 
for the project manager. Also the 
e-skills will become very relevant 
in each scenario since produc-
tion managers will increasingly 
use computer-based systems to 
execute their planning. 

  Accounting and finance profession-
als – Communication with suppli-
ers and customers will become 
more important in both the glob-
al and customisation scenarios. 
Also the use of more sophisti-
cated software for administration 
and invoicing will need advanced 
e-skills in all scenarios.  . 

  Sales & marketing – The sales and 
marketing employees will in the 
different globalisation scenarios 
require entrepreneur skills and 
self management skills, in order 
to anticipate on the globalising 
sales market. In the mass-cus-
tomisation scenarios, the sales 
and marketing employees require 
additional social skills for bet-
ter understanding of each indi-
vidual customer. In all scenarios 
product knowledge is essential 
for understanding the technical 
understanding of the products 
and the ability to communicate 
and explain these to customers. 
Furthermore e-skills will in all 

scenarios be needed for doing 
e-business and handling of IT 
software for managing client rela-
tionships and communication.

  Supply chain managers – The sup-
ply chain manager increasingly 
in all scenarios will need social 
skills in order to organise the 
supply chain, which increasingly 
will become more fragmented. 
Additional technical knowledge 
about a wider range of materials 
will be needed in order to assess 
the quality of raw materials. Fur-
thermore, stricter environmental 
and social regulations concern-
ing the use of natural resources 
will require from the supply 
chain manager up-to-date leg-
islative and regulatory knowl-
edge. E-voicing, administration 
and e-business require necessary 
e-skills in all scenarios.

  Administrative support staff – The 
communication with other staff 
makes social skills essential for 
administrative support staff. 
More self-management skills will 
be required in the future for more 
independent work organisation. 
In the global scenarios additional 
language and inter-cultural social 
skills will become necessary. 
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Plant and machinery maintenance 
and repair workers - In the future 
more sophisticated machines and 
robots will be used in the furniture 
industry, which will be operated 
based on advanced software. This 
requires more advanced e-skills, 
and ICT knowledge. In general, 
machinery will become more mul-
tifunctional and complex, necessi-
tating higher technical and analyti-
cal skills.

Skilled handicraft workers; machine 
operators and labourers - In the 
future, the borders between 

handicraft workers and machine 
operators may blur, requiring from 
the handicraft workers multi-skill-
ing capabilities and more e-skills. 
For skilled handicraft workers, the 
use of more sophisticated and 
automated tools to facilitate their 
handicraft will increase, asking for 
more different technical skills in 
operating these tools. Due to an 
expected further increase in the 
use of alternative materials, hand-
icraft workers need to broaden 
their knowledge about materials 
to many new materials and apply-
ing interdisciplinary skills. 
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In order to meet future skills and 
knowledge needs, apt and timely 
solutions – referred to here as strate-
gic choices - are required (see table 
below). Strategic choices refer and 
relate to the medium- and longer 
term, even though emerging skills 
and knowledge needs in practice may 
also apply to the now and tomorrow. 
Essential in seeking appropriate solu-
tions is to keep this longer time per-
spective in mind. Rather than focusing 
on one single solution, a set of linked 
strategic choices will in most cases be 
the best strategy to follow. Prioritising 
both in time (what first, where to fol-
low up) and in allocation of resources 
(including budgetary focus) followed 
by further fine-tuning is a clear neces-
sity to guarantee that skills needs are 
targeted and solved. Skill needs can 
be identified at various levels, rang-
ing from assessments at the national 
or even European sector level to more 
precise assessments at the regional 
and company level. Increasingly the 
identification of skills and knowledge 
needs but also the search for ade-
quate solutions will have to become 
an integral part of an overall longer-
term business strategy, also for SMEs. 
Some solutions will be found within 
the company itself, e.g. through reor-
ganising functions within or between 
plants, by offering (re)training trajec-
tories or by active global sourcing of 
personnel. For SMEs and especially for 

micro-enterprises such longer-term, 
more strategic human resource man-
agement often will be more difficult 
to organise and operationalise. 

In order to address the identified 
future skills and knowledge needs in 
an encompassing and timely man-
ner, appropriate joint action is need-
ed by all stakeholders, including the 
industry (firms, sector organisations 
and social partners), training and 
education institutes, intermediary 
organisations and, last but not least, 
government at all levels (EU, nation-
al, regional and local). Collaboration 
is needed in order to agree on and 
implement a package of feasible 
solutions. Timely, targeted and reli-
able information to make decisions – 
i.e. adequate monitoring and analy-
sis - is an essential prerequisite. 

Short-cut strategic options 
decision tool. 

The Short-cut strategic option deci-
sion tool presents a short summary 
of the relevant future changes for a 
specific job –function. Additionally 
it presents different possible policy 
measures, indicating the viability of 
each policy measure and identify-
ing which actors should be involved 
in the policy measure. An example 
is presented for the job-function of 
Managers in the next table.

Main strategic choices to meet skill 
and knowledge needs 
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1. What is the maximum volume effect?
2. What is the maximum change in skills?
3. Do SME’s play a large role?
4. Is the sector national/EU/global?
5. Is the workforce old?
6. Is the workforce low educated? 

Increase (longer term maintain in GMP) 
16
Yes 
Global (except LMC)
Yes (in EU-15); younger in EU-12
Yes

Option Is this option viable? Actors1

A. Recruiting workers from other sectors Yes, mainly for generic 
managerial skills (GMP and GC),
Less viable for LC (more specific 
managerial skills needed) 

C, S, I

B.  Recruiting workers from other Member 
States

Yes, mainly in GMP and GC, less 
viable in LC; often language 
barrier

C, E, G, I

C.  Recruiting workers from Non-Member 
States

Yes, mainly in GMP and GC, less 
viable in LC; often language barrier

C, E, G, I

D.  Recruiting unemployed with or 
without re-training

Only in rare cases C, I

E.  Recruiting young people from the 
education system

Yes, e.g. through 
apprenticeships 

C, S, E

F.  Training and re-training employed 
workers

Yes, in-house promotion and 
further training in the firm

C, S, E

G. Changing work organisation Yes, GC mainly ICT & logistics 
driven (Supply Chain 
Management)

C

H. Outsourcing and offshoring Yes, only for large companies in 
GMP and GC. 

C

I. Changing vocational education Yes, networking, 
communication, language and 
intercultural management

S, E

J. Designing and offering new courses Yes, networking, communication, 
language, intercultural 
management, also e-skills and 
logistics (SCM). In GMP and GC 
knowledge regarding foreign 
regulation and legislation.

C, S, E

K.  Providing information about emerging 
skills 

Yes, to inform (new) employees 
about the required skills

C, S

L. Improve the image of the sector Yes, needed to recruit 
employees

C, S, E, U, 
G, I

M.  Stronger cooperation between 
stakeholders 

Yes, including stronger 
cooperation with all stakeholders

C, S, E, U, 
G, I

Notes: C (company), S (sector organisations and chambers of commerce), U (trade unions), E (education & training), G 
(governments), I (intermediary organisation).* Taking the most extreme scenario. 

Example. Strategic Options Decision Tool -- job function: Managers
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Implications, conclusions and 
re commendations have been made 
at two distinct levels: the individual 
job function (micro) level focusing 
on options by function and those, 
more generally, aimed at sectoral 
stakeholders (including education 
and training) and policy-makers 
(meso-level). The former are sum-
marised in the table below. At the 
meso-level a further distinction has 
been made between education 
and training and ‘other’ main con-
clusions and recommendations. 

Conclusions and 
recommendations on 
education and training

  1) Adapt and modernise voca-
tional education and training 
(VET) and general education sys-
tems

  2) Introduce sector-specific skills 
at an early stage in vocational 
training 

  3) Strengthen cooperation in sec-
tor-specific training measures

  4) Enhance flexibility and modu-
larisation in education

  5)Support joint training networks 
to foster apprenticeships in the 
sector

  6) Establish joint teaching facili-
ties for all: keep vocational teach-
ing up to date 

  7) Develop e-learning and blen-
ded learning

  8) Focus continuing vocational 
training on multi-skilling, re-train-
ing and up-skilling

  9) Establish joint continuing 
vocational training networks and 
special courses for older workers

  10) Facilitate training co-opera-
tions between SMEs

  11) Enhance transparency of the 
quality of training as well as impro-
ving the trans-national recognition 
of vocational qualifications

  12) Include interdisciplinary and 
multidisciplinary approaches in 
education

Main other conclusions 
and recommendations

  1) Improve the image of the sector

  2) Career guidance for labour 
market entrants and employees

  3) Improve co-operation to 
improve information regarding 

Conclusions 
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skills needs and job opportuni-
ties

  4) Intensify collaboration between 
all stakeholders

  5) Keep older workers longer in 
employment  

  6) Review and monitor the role 
of new technologies and their 
implications for employment in 
the furniture sector 

The table on the following pages 
gives a short summary of the impli-
cations of the different scenarios 
on the different job functions 
including quantitative change, the 
total amount of expected changes 
in skills, new emerging skills and 
finally the most important solu-
tions and the actors who are identi-
fied as the bodies who could initi-
ate the presented solutions.  
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Where to find more information?

The following information can be found on the Europa website under the address: 
http://ec.europa.eu/restructuringandjobs

The other 17 sector studies on the analysis of the sector’s evolution and future skills needs
The Restructuring in Europe report 
 The thematic restructuring forums

The checklist and the toolkit on restructuring processes
The training guide for SMEs

The national seminars on restructuring in 27 EU countries
Official documents related to restructuring policies


