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AU S T R I A

Austria has a robust labour market with a low unemployment rate, it provides 
high quality health care and social services, and it offers a comprehensive 
education system. However, the strong performance of these services is 
diminished by the vulnerable position of older workers, disadvantaged 
students, women, people with disabilities, and people with a migrant 
background. While at first glance Austria is performing well in terms of 
achieving its national Europe 2020 targets, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members 
have pointed out that this apparent success hides the fact that these groups 
consistently underperform as a result of inefficiencies found within the 
Austrian labour market and education system. Little progress has been made 
on this front. Despite taking some makeshift measures, the government has 
yet to develop and implement truly comprehensive strategies to tackle these 
issues.
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Austria has a robust labour market with a low unem-
ployment rate, it provides high quality health care and 
social services, and it offers a comprehensive edu-
cation system. However, the strong performance of 
these services is diminished by the vulnerable position 
of older workers, disadvantaged students, women, 
people with disabilities, and people with a migrant 
background. While at first glance Austria is performing 
well in terms of achieving its national Europe 2020 
targets, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members have pointed 
out that this apparent success hides the fact that 
these groups consistently underperform as a result of 
inefficiencies found within the Austrian labour market 
and education system. Little progress has been made 
on this front. Despite taking some makeshift measures, 
the government has yet to develop and implement 
truly comprehensive strategies to tackle these issues.

The most urgent issues to be tackled are
1. Low labour market participation rate of older 

workers, women, and workers with a migrant 
background.

2. The focus on cost-effectiveness erodes access to 
and quality of health and social services, notably 
for people with a disability.

3. The education system, which is generally success-
ful, produces highly segregated results according 
to the socio-economic background of students.

4. The sustainability of services provided by the 
social economy is under pressure as government 
introduces policies and regulations similar to the 
private sector.

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Develop a comprehensive government strategy 

to increase the participation rate of all vulnerable 
groups on the labour market.

2. Invest in structural measures to overcome 
weaknesses in the access to and quality of health 
and social services, rather than continue with 
interim solutions and measures resulting from a 
mindset based on being cost-effective.

3. Develop government strategy to improve the 
educational performance of vulnerable students, 
notably those with a migrant background.

4. Revise unemployment benefit and minimum 
income schemes to fight the growing number 
of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion, 
specifically the so-called ‘working poor’.

5. Government policies and regulations regarding 
the social economy should take into account this 
sector’s distinct culture and traditions compared 
to the private sector.

- - -
AU S T R I A 
-
Fighting Unemployment
The Austrian labour market is performing well above 
the European average, notably showing one of the 
lowest unemployment rates among the EU Member 
States (5.6% in 2014, albeit up from 4.9% in 2012). 
Nevertheless, several problems continue to charac-
terise the Austrian case and will increasingly present 
a challenge if they are not mediated in a timely and 
effective manner. 

The European Commission has reported that ‘[…] the 
participation rate of particular groups in the labour 
force is significantly lower than the aggregate rate.’ 1  
Specifically, it pointed to the employment rate of older 
workers (which is below the EU average), the gender 
pay gap (one of the highest in the EU), the restricted 
full-time employment opportunities for women (main-
ly due to the limited availability of childcare and long-
term care services), and unemployment among people 
with a migrant background (it has a higher than 
average rate). The Commission urged Austria to take 
comprehensive measures before its ageing society and 

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Austria, SWD (2014) 421 
final, 6 June 2014, pp. 14-15. Retrieved 28 July 2015, from http://ec.europa.
eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_austria_en.pdf.
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and the existing minimum income system. In recent 
years, civil society organisations have worked on an 
extensive analysis and a number of recommendations 
to guide what they believe is a necessary evaluation, 
harmonisation, and adaptation of the minimum inco-
me schemes in Austria.

Improving Access to and Quality of Healthcare and 
Social Services for all
Similar to its labour market, the Austrian healthcare 
system and its social services are strong performers 
among the systems found in the EU Member States. 
Nevertheless, they are also characterised by a number 
of distinct inefficiencies that need to be mediated in 
order to ensure the continued access to, and quality of, 
these services. For example, as mentioned previously, 
childcare and long-term care services are limited, and 
they result in a restriction of full-time employment 
opportunities for women on the labour market. 

Both SOLIDAR’s Austrian members and the European 
Commission have reported that the Austrian govern-
ment has started taking measures to overcome these 
and other issues in the current system, but a long-term 
strategy to tackle structural weaknesses has not yet 
been developed or implemented3.  For example, both 
have referred to the extension of the long-term care 
fund (‘Pflegefonds’) until 2018 as an interim solution to 
keep financing long-term care services, but they have 
added that this extension stops short of providing a 
structural solution from a long-term perspective.

In light of developing and implementing structu-
ral reforms in the near-future, SOLIDAR’s Austrian 
members have criticised the way that both the Aus-
trian government and the Commission seem to focus 
predominantly on the cost-efficiency of the healthcare 
and long-term care system, while improving the access 
to and quality of health and social services seems to 
be of lesser importance in the discussion. Specifical-
ly, this criticism relates to the fact that the Austrian 

3 Ibid. p. 18.

shrinking labour force compound the negative effects 
on the labour market in the medium and long term.

Both SOLIDAR’s Austrian members and the Commis-
sion report that the Austrian government has started 
taking measures to tackle the existing problems, 
although both are explicit in their assessment that 
more needs to be done in this regard. While measures 
to encourage and facilitate the labour participation 
of older workers, women, and people with a migrant 
background have been taken, the need remains for a 
truly comprehensive strategy to mediate the position 
of vulnerable groups on the labour market.2 

For example, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members deplore the 
fact that other vulnerable groups are presently being 
overlooked by both the Commission’s recommenda-
tions and the Austrian government’s policy measures. 
In this regard, they call for an increase in wages to 
counter the growing number of workers that are at risk 
of poverty (i.e. the ‘working poor’). This group stood 
at 8.2% in 2012, up from 7.6% the year before, and as 
such it runs counter to the Europe 2020 target to lift 
235,000 people out of this category. This highlights 
the particularly precarious position of asylum seekers 
on the Austrian labour market. It is noted that asylum 
seekers’ access to the labour market is heavily restric-
ted by government policies (e.g. employers first need 
to demonstrate that a vacant position cannot be filled 
by an Austrian citizen, an EU citizen, or a third country 
national who has legal access to the labour market). 
Asylum seekers are also barred from accessing the 
training and counselling services of the Austrian Public 
Employment Service.

Lastly, on the issue of unemployment in general 
and the situation of specific groups in relation to it, 
SOLIDAR’s Austrian members stress that it is vital for 
this discussion to pay sufficient attention the current 
financial payment schemes in case of unemployment 

2 Ibid. pp. 15-16.
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Notably, the government urgently needs to develop 
a strategy to improve the educational performance of 
disadvantaged young people with a migrant back-
ground.

The Commission has reported that ‘[…] the rate [of 
early school leaving] for pupils with a migrant back-
ground, who constitute a growing percentage of the 
total population of pupils, was more than three times 
higher than for those of non-migrant background 
(21.5 % compared to 6.0 % in 2012)5.’  In line with the 
Country-Specific Recommendation from the Com-
mission and the Council to focus on improving edu-
cational outcomes for disadvantaged young people, 
particularly those with a migrant background, the 
Austrian government is in the process of developing a 
system of mandatory education and formation (‘Aus-
bildingspflicht’) for young people under the age of 
186.  Slated to commence in 2016/2017, and intended 
to reduce the number of young, unskilled workers, 
this system should for example counter the high rate 
of ‘low reading competence’ in Austria, which recent 
studies have put at 17.1% of all adults (i.e. one million 
people)7. 

Agreeing with the Commission’s assessment, SOLI-
DAR’s Austrian members have added that the poor 
educational performance of disadvantaged young 
people with a migrant background is linked to the 
bilingual language skills of migrant parents, which 
result in negative effects that are carried over from 
one generation to the next. As such, the Austrian 
members point out that educational programmes for 
disadvantaged young people need to include sup-
port measures aimed at their parents. Moreover, the 
Austrian members highlight the quality of, and access 
5 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Austria, SWD (2014) 421 
final, 6 June 2014, p. 17.
6 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Austria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Austria, 2014, 2014/C 
247/18, 8 July 2014, p. 96.
7 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies – 
Skills Surveys, OECD: Paris. Retrieved 29 April 2015, from http://www.
oecd.org/site/piaac/.

government continues to cap the growth of healthcare 
expenditure at the level of nominal GDP growth in an 
unfavourable economic climate, while similarly the 
Commission and the Council of the European Union 
(hereinafter ‘the Council’) have issued Country Speci-
fic Recommendations that are mainly focused on ‘[… 
improving] the cost effectiveness and sustainability of 
healthcare and long-term care services.’4 

As a consequence of the Austrian government’s focus 
on the cost-effectiveness of health and social services, 
certain reforms impose unrealistic expectations on 
vulnerable groups. As an example, SOLIDAR’s Aus-
trian members highlight the reform of the invalidity 
pensions that came into effect on 1st January 2014. 
This reform limits invalidity pensions to people with 
a permanent disability, while others are paid reha-
bilitation money in return for their participation in 
qualification measures to improve their chances on the 
labour market. While the underlying idea behind this 
reform is not problematic and is even commendable, 
the practical result has been that unreasonable and 
counterproductive requirements have been imposed 
on people with certain types of ‘temporary’ disabilities, 
such as a severe mental illness or heavy drug addic-
tion. As an alternative, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members 
suggest introducing an unconditional basic income, 
which would alleviate the pressure of finding a job and 
allow people in these groups to fully focus on their 
recovery.

Promoting Access to - and Participation in - Lifelong 
Learning
While the Austrian education system has already 
achieved the l Europe 2020 member state target for 
reducing early school leaving to below 9.5% of young 
people between the ages of 18 and 24 (6.9% in 2014, 
down from 7.3% in 2013), this apparent success hides 
a system with highly segregated outcomes depen-
ding on the socio-economic background of students. 
4 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Austria and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Austria, 2014, 2014/C 
247/18, 8 July 2014, p. 96. Retrieved 28 July 2015, from http://ec.europa.eu/
europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_austria_en.pdf.
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to tackle these issues.

Moreover, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members highlight the 
fact that the discussion on the issue of discrimination 
and social exclusion needs a broader framework. 
Specifically, this discussion should include attention 
to a redesign of the work-oriented Austrian society, 
meaning that social inclusion cannot and should 
not be pursued as a by-product of paid labour, but it 
should be a goal in and of itself. As such, the Austrian 
members are critical of the policy focus, underlying 
both the reforms of the Austrian government and the 
recommendations of the Commission.

Promoting, Reinforcing and Supporting Social Eco-
nomy
SOLIDAR’s Austrian members are highly critical of the 
trend to treat the social economy as a private business 
sector. Responding to the Country-Specific Recom-
mendation from the Commission and the Council to 
‘remove excessive barriers for services providers8,   the 
Austrian members warn that introducing more com-
petition in the Austrian social economy will endanger 
the sustainability of providing quality social services to 
people in need. Highlighting the negative outcomes 
of past experiences with for-profit companies in the 
social economy (notably the cancellation of a contract 
to care for asylum seekers due to low profitability), 
the Austrian members are opposed to the suggestion 
of a bigger role for these types of companies in this 
sector. Rather than attempting to cast the social sector 
in the same mould as the private sector, the Austrian 
members argue in favour of taking cultural aspects 
and traditions of the Austrian social economy into 
account.

8 Ibid. p. 96.

to, language training at present depends on the level 
of engagement of independent schools and, as such, 
results in widely varying outcomes. Given that parents 
from a migrant background often do not have the 
financial means to seek recourse in private tuition for 
their children, there exists an urgent need for the Aus-
trian government to develop and implement a com-
prehensive strategy to improve and harmonise official 
language training across all schools.

Strengthening Active Citizenship and Volunteering for 
Social Cohesion
SOLIDAR’s Austrian members urge the Austrian go-
vernment to include civil society organisations more 
in its political decision-making process, which it sees 
as an important component of a healthy democratic 
engagement between the government and its citizens. 
While some Ministries have taken this message to 
heart and do involve civil society stakeholders in a 
structural way, our Austrian members note that this is 
not yet done throughout all governmental institutions.

In terms of the legal framework for Austria’s strong 
tradition of volunteering, the Austrian members note 
that the current law on volunteering (‘Freiwilligenge-
setz – FreiwG’) still contains imprecision regarding the 
insurance and liability of volunteers and volunteering 
organisations, which should be harmonised.

Fighting Discrimination and Social Exclusion
As mentioned before, the strong performance of the 
Austrian labour market and education system is di-
minished by the vulnerable position of older workers, 
disadvantaged students, women, and people with 
a migrant background. While at first glance Austria 
is performing well in terms of achieving its national 
Europe 2020 targets, SOLIDAR’s Austrian members 
have pointed out that this apparent success hides the 
fact that these groups consistently underperform due 
to the inefficiencies of the Austrian labour market and 
the Austrian education system. Little progress is being 
made on this front, and the government has yet to de-
velop and implement a truly comprehensive strategy 
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