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6.1 Favourable labour market dynamics 
rudely interrupted by COVID-19 crisis

By the end of  2019, labour market conditions in 
Belgium had massively improved. For four years in a 
row, domestic employment had been steadily growing 
at an average annual pace of 1.5 %, working out at 
net employment creation of around 70 000  jobs per 
annum. The unemployment rate had been on a con‑
sistent downward path and had reached a historical 
low of 5.4 % in 2019.

But the abrupt and deep recession that took hold in 
mid-March completely reversed this situation as whole 
sections of the economy were shut down.

Instruments were quickly put in place to adjust the 
volume of labour to changes in production. As a 
result, sharply lower GDP chiefly caused a significant 
drop in average working hours per person, whereas 
the impact on employment and productivity remained 
modest at first.

The restrictive measures imposed by the government 
led to a very marked change in the number of hours 
worked. By way of comparison, the 2008-2009 glob‑
al financial crisis saw the fall in economic activity 
cushioned more by an apparent decline in labour 

Chart  68

Sharply lower economic activity primarily set off a fall in the volume of labour
(breakdown of GDP growth, seasonally adjusted data, percentage change relative to the year-earlier period)
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productivity. From the third quarter of  2020, as the 
lockdown was eased following the first wave of the 
pandemic, productivity started going down. As with 
the return to work, the recovery in economic activity 
was only partial and many sectors had to change the 
way they operated in order to comply with public 
health requirements.

In response to the loss of activity, the volume of labour 
was chiefly reduced by wide-scale use of the system 
of temporary lay‑offs for employees and the bridg‑
ing allowance for self-employed workers. In view of 
the sheer scale of the crisis, benefits were raised and 
access procedures eased. 
With red tape simplified 
and the involvement of 
staff from the NEO and in‑
surance funds for the self‑
employed – both of whom 
faced an unprecedented number of case files to deal 
with – benefits were paid out swiftly.

In April  2020, when the first wave of the pan‑
demic crashed over the country, over one million 

employees received temporary unemployment ben‑
efits – the equivalent of nearly 40 % of private 
sector employees. This was four times as many as 
the 230 000  claiming benefits at the very peak of 
the global financial crisis. That said, most of them 
were not out of work full-time but were alternating 
between periods of temporary unemployment and 
being in work. At the time, around 400 000  self-
employed workers had filed for a bridging allow‑
ance, i.e. 50 % of their total.

Over the summer, use of these mechanisms 
dropped off as lockdown measures were eased, 

while the second wave of 
the coronavirus and fresh 
restrictive measures put 
in place in October and 
November led to a mod‑
est increase in financial 

support uptake. By November, 500 000  employ‑
ees were temporarily laid off, while 150 000  self-
employed workers were receiving a bridging al‑
lowance – very high levels still, but below the 
April 2020 peak.

Wide-scale use of temporary lay-offs 
and bridging allowances mitigated 
loss of activity in the labour market

Chart  69

Unprecedented use of temporary lay-offs and the bridging allowance
(in % of corresponding employment, 2020)
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Initially set up to last until the end of June, these 
relaxed schemes and mechanisms were initially ex‑
tended to the end of the year to allow for the on-
going crisis in some sectors. They were also much 
better targeted than in the early stages of the cri‑
sis, as simplified access to temporary lay-offs now 
only applied to a few exceptionally hard-hit sectors. 
At  the same time, the bridging allowance was lim‑
ited to self-employed workers whose activities had 
been curtailed or prohibited by the government. 
From June, this latter scheme was supplemented by 
a “recovery bridging allowance”, available for those 
whose revenues had fallen by at least 10 % be‑
tween the second quarter of 2019 and that of 2020. 
The  second wave and fresh restrictive measures in 
October and November 2020 triggered renewed ex‑
pansion of support schemes. In October, a double 
bridging allowance was implemented to help sec‑
tors forced to halt their activities for a second time. 
In  light of the persistent health crisis and its risks to 
the economy, it was decided in December to extend – 
and adjust – these measures to beyond 2020 to keep 
up economic activity and employment.

While the temporary lay-off scheme has helped busi‑
nesses to rapidly adjust the volume of labour of 
their own employees to economic activity swings, 

temporary agency work typically offers additional flex‑
ibility. Agency indicator trends clearly reflect how 
powerful and sudden the coronavirus crisis shock was : 
temporary agency work volumes slumped in April and 
dipped well below the levels seen at the time of the 
global financial crisis, while the May bounce-back 
was a clear demonstration of how quickly this type 
of labour responds to a recovery in economic activ‑
ity. That said, by the end of 2020, temporary agency 
work still was not back at pre-crisis levels.

The crisis also triggered a 
rebalancing in the organisation of 
work

The government implemented a range of other 
measures to temporarily increase labour market flex‑
ibility during the coronavirus crisis. For one thing, it 
allowed a combination of jobs/certain professions 
with claiming benefits – particularly for temporary 
lay-offs – so as to mitigate staff shortages and ab‑
sences in essential sectors, making it possible to 
second employees to businesses operating in these 
sectors. Meanwhile, these sectors were allowed to 
hire people on short consecutive fixed-term contracts 
for a minimum of seven days, without these contracts 
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After its April slump, temporary agency work staged a recovery from May
(seasonally adjusted monthly data, thousands of hours)
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being automatically converted into permanent ar‑
rangements. In addition, the ceiling on student work‑
ing hours was cancelled and time credit for essential 
sector workers could be postponed.

Along with measures taken at different policy levels, 
public administrations also made sweeping changes 
to the way they worked to ensure the continuity of 
their activities in the face of the new health rules. 
The biggest adjustment was the rapid upscaling 
of working from home resources for those jobs 
that allowed for this. As a result, there has been a 
massive increase in remote workers and telework‑
ing became general practice in businesses that had 
barely moved in that direction until the pandemic 
hit. In some cases, teleworking was combined with 
time at the workplace, while others spent their 
entire working time at home. These changes in 
the organisation of work clearly show up in ERMG 
business surveys gauging the economic impact of 
the coronavirus crisis, with successive survey find‑
ings reflecting the implementation of the various 
lockdown and easing measures.

Flexible instruments largely 
mitigated job losses

The massive uptake of the temporary lay‑off and 
bridging allowance schemes helped to keep net job 
losses in 2020 at an annual average of 10 000.

These job losses were entirely down to employees 
in sectors sensitive to the business cycle, which saw 
average job numbers shrink by 34 000 in 2020, com‑
pared with the year-earlier figure. The year-on-year 
fall in employment numbers in these sectors started to 
emerge from the second quarter of 2020. By contrast, 
government jobs (both white-collar and blue-collar), 
education and public health care recorded further 
increases. The number of self-employed workers rose 
again, this time by a net 13 000. In the 2009-2013 pe‑
riod, i.e. the time of the global financial crisis and 
the subsequent euro area crisis, self-employment had 
proved less sensitive to business-cycle fluctuations, 
and no jobs disappeared in net terms. In 2020, eased 
bridging allowance conditions, deferral (or in some 
cases exemption) of contribution payments, and the 
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Organisation of work adapted and changed in keeping with restrictive measures
(in % of the total workforce of businesses surveyed 1, 2020)
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moratorium on bankruptcies temporarily kept self‑
employment on an even keel.

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19  crisis, there 
have been many more announcements of redun‑
dancies through corporate restructurings or closures. 
About  a hundred businesses have launched collec‑
tive redundancy procedures due to restructuring or 
discontin uation of activities, affecting a total of 8 000 
employees. Because of the length of these procedures, 
the bulk of their real-life effects on employment were 
not yet visible in 2020. Although initially these moves 
mostly affected businesses that had been vulnerable 
prior to the crisis, other announcements may follow if 
health measures continue to curb business acti vity or 
once temporary support measures cease. Job destruc‑
tion might well accelerate as 2021 progresses.

During the first wave of the crisis, i.e. in the second 
quarter of  2020, some workers temporarily stopped 
looking for a job while waiting for better times. 
Employment opportunities were few and far between, 
while travel restrictions and health risks made it hard‑
er to apply for jobs and be hired. Most of them do 
not receive any unemployment benefits, as they are 
either foreigners or young workers with insufficient 
professional experience to qualify for such benefits or 
people receiving integration incomes for whom com‑
pulsory registration as job-seekers was suspended. 
None of these people are registered as workers or 
job‑seekers and are therefore not counted among the 
labour force. This explains the clear slowdown in the 
labour force recorded in the second quarter of 2020. 
However, this proved a temporary phenomenon and 
the labour force re-expanded in the third quarter, 

Table  16

Labour supply and demand
(year‑on‑year changes in thousands of people, unless otherwise stated)

Level

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 e 2020 e

Working‑age population 1 16 12 13 17 14 7 357

Labour force 33 46 40 58 8 5 462

National employment 58 74 71 77 −9 4 968

Border workers (net) 0 1 1 1 0 84

Domestic employment 58 73 70 76 −10 4 884

Self‑employed workers 12 13 13 14 13 832

Employees 46 60 56 61 −23 4 052

Sectors sensitive to the business cycle 2 28 36 38 39 −34 2 493

Public administration and education 2 8 7 8 5 844

Other services 3 16 17 11 14 6 715

Unemployed job‑seekers −26 −28 −30 −19 18 494

       

p.m. Harmonised unemployment rate 4, 5 7.9 7.1 6.0 5.4 5.7 –

p.m. Harmonised employment rate 4, 6 67.7 68.5 69.7 70.5 70.1 –

Sources :  FPB, NAI, NEO, Statbel, NBB.
1 People aged between 15 and 64.
2 Agriculture ; industry ; energy and water ; construction ; trade ; transport and logistics ; accommodation and food service activities ;  

information and communication ; financial activities ; real estate activities and business services.
3 Health care and social work ; collective social, personal and household services.
4  Based on data from labour force survey.
5 Job‑seekers as a percentage of the labour force aged between 15 and 64.
6 People in work as a percentage of the working‑age population aged between 20 and 64.
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once the health situation improved and restrictive 
measures were eased.

On the back of the employment‑supporting measures 
and the temporary effect of halting job‑seeking ef‑
forts, there was only a modest rise in the number of 
job‑seekers given the extent of the contraction in eco‑
nomic activity. Having reached a peak in May  2020 
(+38 000 compared with the year-earlier figure), the 
annualised change in the number of unemployed job‑
seekers gradually fell to 20 000 by December.

Overall in  2020, the number of unemployed job-
seekers was on average 17 500 higher than in 2019, 
an increase of 3.7 %. In Brussels, this percentage was 
very low, at 0.9 %, partly due to the composition 
of the population using the Actiris service, a signifi‑
cant proportion of whom do not speak the country’s 
languages and/or have no digital skills. Job-seeking 
registrations by such people were sharply down be‑
cause Actiris’s branches were closed during lockdown. 
Wallonia saw the number of unemployed job-seekers 
go up by 3 % in  2020, while Flanders – whose 
labour market is more sensitive to business‑cycle 
fluctuations – recorded the biggest rise : 5.8 %.

After the imposition of restrictive measures, fewer va‑
cancies were listed with the country’s public employ‑
ment offices as countless companies suspended their 
hiring procedures, with the exception of essential 
sectors such as health care and logistics. In view of the 
sharp drop in employment opportunities, the federal 
government decided to temporarily freeze unemploy‑
ment benefits tapering. From May 2020, the number 
of vacancies registered with the public employment 
offices picked back up, demonstrating labour mar‑
ket responsiveness. However, the second lockdown 
served to dampen these dynamics and employment 
opportunities shrank again – albeit that the fall in the 
number of vacancies was not as bad as it had been 
in the first wave.

Vacancy survey findings also suggest a deterioration 
during the first lockdown, when the vacancy rate 
declined from 3.4 % in the final quarter of  2019 
to 3.0 % in the second quarter of  2020, but even 
this indicator bounced back up in the third quarter, 
to 3.3 %. Despite the crisis, the number of vacan‑
cies remained high : 131 000  in the third quarter 
of  2020. The problem of unfilled vacancies is most 
pressing in Flanders, which is looking at a vacancy 

Chart  72

Given the extent of the slump in economic activity, the rise in unemployment was modest
(year-on-year variation in the number of unemployed job-seekers, monthly data in thousands)
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rate of 3.5 % (85 000 vacancies), followed by Brussels 
(3.2 % or 19 000  vacancies) and Wallonia (2.7 % or 
28 000  vacancies). Higher unemployment did not 
make it easier for businesses to rapidly find employ‑
ees. This reflects one of the structural problems of 

the Belgian labour market, i.e. the mismatch between 
supply and demand.

The harmonised unemployment rate, which had fallen 
to a historic low for Belgium (of 5.4 %) in  2019, 

Chart  73

Number of vacancies reflected restrictive measures and easing
(monthly data, vacancies reported via the normal channels)
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edged back up in  2020 to an average 5.7 %. This 
minor increase masks a downward trend until the 
second quarter of  2020, when the percentage fell 
to 4.9 %, and a big third-quarter rise to 6.5 %. If 
people had not put off looking for work, this upward 
reversal in the unemployment rate would probably 

Chart  74

The downward trend in the unemployment rate is over
(in % of the labour force aged 15-64)
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have manifested from as early as the second quarter. 
Higher job-seeker numbers drove up the 2020 third 
quarter unemployment rate to 4.4 % in Flanders, 
7.7 % in Wallonia and 15 % in Brussels, compared 
with 2.9 %, 7.6 % and 11.8 % respectively in the 
fourth quarter of 2019.
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6.2 Impact on labour varied depending 
on sectors and groups of people

forced to remain closed almost the entire time since 
mid-March, such as events and recreation. Others 
that were shut for long stretches, such as the hospi‑
tality industry and personal services (hairdressers and 
beauty salons) and, to a lesser degree, non-essential 
retailers, were responsible for a great deal of the 
take-up. Yet other sectors faced dramatic declines 
in demand, either because they deliver to shuttered 
branches of activity, such as suppliers to the hospital‑
ity industry, or because customers simply withdrew, 
cases in point being tourism and travel as well as 
suppliers to the airline sector.

The coronavirus crisis affected economic activity 
across Belgium’s economy, to varying degrees de‑
pending on the sector. With the temporary lay-off 
scheme finding such wide take-up, it turned into 
the most important instrument to cushion the loss 
of activity for employees. In fact, there is an almost 
linear relationship between revenue losses within 
a sector and the degree to which the mechanism 
was applied.

The sectors that availed themselves of the temporary 
lay-off scheme the most were those that have been 
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In some businesses where the work must neces‑
sarily be done in the workplace, complete over‑
hauls were carried out to help people observe 
health rules. Requirements for social distancing 
and wearing face masks (initially, there was a 
shortage of masks in the first lockdown) compelled 
certain branches of activity, such as industry and 
construction, to temporarily halt their activities to 
restructure their production processes. During the 
first wave of infections, construction, for one, am‑
ply used the temporary lay-off scheme, for slightly 

over 50 % of its employees. The number of those 
temporarily laid off gradually tailed off as the sec‑
tor resumed its activities. The second wave had 
much less of an impact, as construction companies 
had by then spent several months complying with 
protocols detailing how to conduct activities under 
safe conditions.

Chart  75

Recourse to temporary lay-offs directly related to production losses in various branches of activity
(averages between April and December 2020)
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Intensive use of teleworking

Wherever working from home was possible, busi‑
nesses found this an efficient way to maintain their 
activity, and employees were able to continue to do 
their jobs while observing the restrictive measures 
and/or socially distancing. This was very much the 
case in such sectors as information and communica‑
tion, financial and insurance activities, education, 
and professional, scientific and technical activities, 
but also in public administrations. Working from 
home had been more common in these sectors even 
before the crisis.

But even in the sectors shown above, not all employ‑
ees had equal access to teleworking. Statbel’s labour 

force survey revealed that working from home is more 
widely accessible to the highly educated. A break‑
down by occupation shows that it is mostly directors, 
managers and supervisors, as well as those in the 
intellectual and scientific professions, that can work 
from home : 62 % of them did so during the crisis, 
compared with less than 2 % for basic occupations 
held by the low- to medium-educated.

Working from home does not just make it possible 
to keep economic activities going during lockdown 
but is also a set-up considered quite beneficial for 
employees, as it offers greater flexibility and saves 
on time spent commuting. For example, Brussels, 
Flemish and Walloon commuters to a different 
Region travel an average 20, 30 and 43 kilometres 

Chart  76

Overhaul largely dependent on nature of activities
(averages between April and December 2020, in % of the total workforce of businesses surveyed)
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respectively 1. Working from home improves flows in 
areas prone to traffic jams and enables businesses to 
make more efficient use of available office or com‑
mercial space.

However, there are some concerns about the isolation 
of employees, who miss social interaction and feel 
less engaged with their companies. Also, to be fully 
efficient working from home, employees need their 
own space to work and to be able to use the latest 
technologies. And some employees find this way of 
working more stressful, as they feel – especially at 
times of crisis – they need to be always accessible and 
available. In  2018, Belgium passed a Law calling on 
companies to ensure that new technologies do not 
interfere with periods of rest and holiday, nor with 
employees’ life-work balance.

1 See Duprez C. and M. Nautet (2019), “Economic flows between 
Regions in Belgium”, NBB, Economic Review, December.

Job losses mainly occurred in specific 
branches of activity

Although it remained relatively moderate for the 
economy at large, the impact of the crisis on employ‑
ment was significant in specific branches of activity. 
In the first three quarters of  2020, workforce num‑
bers contracted particularly sharply in trade, transport 
and the hospitality sectors, as well as in business 
services (which also includes temporary agency work). 
Whereas these same branches of activity had been cre‑
ating most additional jobs by the end of 2019 (nearly 
40 000  in a single year) their number of workers 
slumped by nearly 30 000 in the third quarter of 2020.

The specific features of the COVID-19  crisis had a 
relatively stronger impact on the services sectors. 
Of course, the global financial crisis and its aftermath 
also saw many jobs destroyed in trade, transport and 
the hospitality sectors, as well as in business services, 
but employment was hit faster and more abruptly in 
manufacturing at that time.

Chart  77

Not all branches of activity 1 hold out the same opportunities to work from home
(occasionally or regularly working from home, in % of the working population)
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Chart  78

Jobs destruction limited to a few sectors

(annualised changes in employment by sector, in thousands of people 1)
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The financial sector is a special case. Its use of 
the temporary lay-off scheme was limited, as it 
amply availed itself of teleworking opportunities. 
And yet, jobs were still lost in the wake of the suc‑
cessive restructuring plans that have been going 
on for years, particularly affecting branch office 
networks.

Data exclusively covering employees actually make 
it possible to arrive at a more detailed picture of 
the branches of activity most affected by the crisis. 
The numbers reveal that the arts, entertainment and 
recreation sector is running a very high risk indeed : 
most major events have had to be cancelled since 
the start of the crisis while non-professional sports 

events were also disrupted by the two lockdowns 
in  2020. The  sector shows massive take-up of the 
temporary lay-off scheme (50 % during the first 
lockdown). What is more, the national accounts are 
pointing to job losses of 3 % in the third quarter 
of 2020.

By contrast, for some sectors, such as health care 
and mass retailing, the coronavirus crisis proved a 
major strain on the workforce, putting it under a 
great deal of pressure. For these essential sectors, 
measures were taken to facilitate hiring or tem‑
porary replacement of absent employees, by the 
temporarily unemployed for instance.
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Employees in the most exposed 
sectors are themselves also more 
vulnerable

The sectors most exposed to the crisis typically use 
temporary contracts or other kinds of atypical con‑
tract more than other sectors. Their workers tend to 
be less educated and have incomes below the average 
wage of employed people. In addition, they are more 
often foreign‑born (and particularly from outside the 
EU). Women and young people are highly represented 
in these sectors.

Generally speaking, low wage-earners are more ex‑
posed to cyclical fluctuations on the receiving end 
of any ups and downs in economic activity. Any 
income losses they suffer does not leave them much 
room for exceptional or unexpected expenses. The 
Microsoft and NBB online survey of nearly 5 700 peo‑
ple in May  2020 found that the lowest-income 
households reported exceptionally large average loss‑
es. These  people are even more vulnerable because 
they have little in the way of savings : according to the 
survey around 45 % of workers on low incomes (up to 
€2 500 a month) have savings that would last them 
less than a month, compared with under 9 % of those 
on high incomes (over €4 000). As noted in box 6 of 

chapter 5, the Household and Financial Consumption 
Survey (HFCS) also revealed that households with a 
member working in one of the hardest-hit sectors 
generally have fewer savings, both in absolute terms 
and relative to their incomings and outgoings.

Greater risk for employees on 
atypical contracts

Whenever economic activity slows, it is often tem‑
porary employees who are the first to lose their 
jobs, as their contracts are simply not rolled over. 
The COVID-19 crisis is no exception : less stable types 
of jobs were especially affected, such as agency work, 
student jobs or flexi-jobs. And this has been even 
more pronounced during the crisis, as these types of 
employment are extensively used in heavily impacted 
sectors such as the hospitality sector and retail trade.

The fall in the number of temporary contracts is cor‑
roborated by the Statbel labour force survey, which 
found it to be 6.3 % below the year-earlier figure for 
the first three quarters of  2020, and that the num‑
ber of permanent contracts had shrunk by 0.2 %. 
Particularly hard hit were service vouchers (-32 %), 
occasional work without any formal contract (-30 %), 
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local employment agency agreements (-16 %), stu‑
dent jobs (–15 %) and agency work (–14 %). What 
is more, temporary agreements are much more com‑
mon today : their share of wage-earning employment 
rose from 8 % in  2008  to 11 % in  2019. The  un‑
der-25s and non-EU citizens are overrepresented in 
this category of contracts, accounting for 48.5 % 
and 26.4 % respectively.

Some employees were able to seek protection through 
the usual system, but for others specific measures 
were introduced as and when groups were identified. 
Yet others failed to receive any compensation for 
loss of income at all, because of the specific nature 
of their labour arrange‑
ments. Their last‑resort 
safety net is to apply for 
benefits from a public so‑
cial welfare centre. A Federal Public Planning Service 
for Social Integration (PPS SI) survey of these centres 
showed the number of people receiving integration 
incomes to have risen by 5 000 between February and 
April 2020. Based on administrative and survey data 
and factoring in the extra surge between March and 
August, PPS SI, together with the Federal Planning 
Bureau, projected that beneficiaries of integration 
incomes would rise by 9.5 % in  2020, whereas the 
increase would have worked out at 3.4 % if there had 
been no COVID-19 crisis 1.

A growing proportion of new integration income 
applications was filed by people who had seen a 
massive slump or complete wipe-out of their pro‑
fessional incomes in the wake of the coronavirus 
crisis. Meanwhile, existing recipients display increased 
vulnerability, with shifts from partial to full integra‑
tion incomes. Applications for other types of social 
assistance recorded the biggest increases in food aid 
requests (since April and peaking in May and June) as 
well as in requests for debt mediation services (from 
June 2020).

Young people finding it hard to 
access work and education

It is not just people in work who are running into 
difficulty ; the current situation also makes it harder 
to gain access to the labour market and find jobs, 

1 See PPS SI (2020), Survey�on�the�social�impact�of�COVID19, 
October. 

particularly for those who were at risk even before 
the coronavirus crisis. As much as job-seekers, who 
have seen their chances of finding work dwindle, new 
graduates are facing obstacles and it cannot be ruled 
out that this will turn into a permanent handicap for 
their future careers.

At times of recession, young employees tend to be 
the first to be laid off or not hired, while they have 
the lowest amount of savings salted away and are 
therefore more dependent on their incomes to de‑
fray their outgoings. The under‑25s are at the start 
of their careers and are likely to find work (again) 
as soon as the economy picks up, but studies 

have found that entering 
the labour market at a 
time of recession affects 
wage and employment 

prospects throughout people’s careers. Also, those 
with less obviously suitable profiles are at risk of 
remaining remote from the labour market for a 
long time.

Young people still attending school, college or uni‑
versity are adversely affected as well, particularly as 
it is becoming harder for them to undertake planned 
traineeships and they run a greater risk of dropping 
out, but also because many of them find it impos‑
sible to access remote learning. The  situation may 
be exacerbated by the loss of income from a student 
job, as many of these are found in the hospitality in‑
dustry and retail trade. According to National Social 
Security Office statistics, there were 90 000  fewer 
working students in the second quarter of 2020 than 
a year earlier.

Women have been affected in their 
occupational activities as well as 
household organisation

While an economic recession typically increases the 
risk of job losses for men working in industry or 
construction, the coronavirus crisis has impacted 
particularly hard on the services sector, in which 
relatively more women work. Women are slightly 
overrepresented in the hospitality sector (where they 
make up 49 % of the workforce according to labour 
force surveys in 2019, compared with 47 % of total 
employment) and even more in other branches of ac‑
tivity that were ordered to partially or fully shut down 
during the first and/or second lockdown or in which 

Employees on temporary contract or 
with an atypical job were hit harder
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social distancing was impossible. These are mostly 
services-based sectors (58 % women), including ser‑
vice voucher activities and other services such as 
social support (63 %). Women are also more numer‑
ous in education (71 %), where the workforce kept 
their regular pay even though schools were closed 
between March and May, and health care (80 %), an 
essential sector during the pandemic. As a result, the 
total impact on female employment is hard to gauge 
at this point.

Pandemic‑driven closures of day nurseries and 
schools also impacted on women’s employment, but 

domestic duties were fairly unevenly distributed even 
before the crisis. Eurostat figures from 2016 showed 
89 % of women to be involved in their children’s daily 
care, compared with 75 % of men. The differences 
become even more stark for household chores, with 
81 % of women cooking the family meal every day 
or doing other domestic duties, compared with only 
33 % of men. During lockdown, childcare closures 
meant that households in which both parents work 
had to divide their time between work and raising 
their children. As the family obligations typically land 
on mothers, they have undoubtedly shouldered most 
of the burden.
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6.3 Crisis came on top of the 
fundamental challenges facing 
the Belgian labour market

Crisis-driven working from home on a massive scale 
may have kept many jobs safe and secure, but it also 
highlighted the digital divide across the population. 
Whereas previously the emphasis was on the risks 
that digitalisation posed to many jobs, the lockdowns 
revealed the opportunities it holds out for new ac‑
tivities. Digital tools do not merely add value through 
productivity gains they help to lock in, they also gen‑
erate new jobs and services.

To fully leverage digital technology, but also to absorb 
the changes in activity as result of the COVID-19 crisis 
without creating permanent damage, the country 
will have to address two key challenges : education 
and the allocation – and reallocation – of resources, 
two areas in which Belgium lags behind its European 
counterparts. An educated population and an ef‑
ficient labour market are essential preconditions for 
the further development of a prosperous and inclu‑
sive economy.

Acquiring (digital) skills is key

Over the years, required skill levels in the labour 
market have been on a steady upward trajectory, 
including for low-skilled jobs. Job opportunities for 
the low-educated are narrowing, especially now that 
a polarisation of employment is causing ever more 
competition from medium-educated workers.

On the one hand, a top priority should be to reduce 
the percentage of school drop‑outs and so limit the 
number of low-educated people. The situation has 
been improving in the country’s three Regions in 
the past few years, but the coronavirus crisis and 
more remote learning might well increase the risk 

of students falling behind and even leaving school, 
especially those from deprived families that failed 
to get the right support as they do not have the re‑
quired technological resources (in 2019, some 8.6 % 
of school-aged children from low-income households 
had no access to the internet at home), but also 
because their environment is insufficiently conducive 
to learning.

On the other hand, increased demand from busi‑
nesses for highly‑skilled people must be met at the 
same time as young people are given opportunities to 
gain a more sustainable foothold in the labour mar‑
ket. To this end, the young should be encouraged to 
continue their studies and attain a higher education 
diploma. Overall, Belgium does relatively well on this 
metric, with 47.5 % of those aged 30-34  boasting 
a higher education diploma in 2019, seven percent‑
age points ahead of the European average. At re‑
gional level, Brussels reports the highest percentage 
of graduates (55.6 %), followed by Flanders (48.5 %) 
and Wallonia (42.2 %). But the level of education is 
not the only thing that matters in securing jobs ; the 
field of study is also a key driver. Profiles requiring 
an education in science, maths, statistics, informa‑
tion and communication technology, engineering, 
industrial sciences or building technology should be 
increasingly in demand in the future. Too few stu‑
dents in Belgium graduate in these fields. And this 
is not only true for university studies – it generally 
also applies to technical and technological pathways, 
which are in high demand in the labour market. 
The employment rate of youngsters who have taken 
vocational courses is much higher than for those with 
only a general secondary education ; in fact, it comes 
close to the employment rate of those with a higher 
education diploma.
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Chart  79

Percentage of early school-leavers falling – but the coronavirus crisis might reverse this trend
(in % of those aged 18 to 24)
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Chart  80

Education and training participation still too low

(in % of those aged 25-64, in the four weeks prior to the survey)
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Digital skills are essential for everyone to acquire. 
In 2019, 62 % of Belgians aged 25-64 reported being 
able to carry out elementary or advanced IT tasks – 
not much more than the European average (58 %) and 
significantly below Finland (83 %), the Netherlands 
(81 %) and Sweden (77 %). So, there is tremendous 
room for improvement.

Access to lifelong learning is crucial to keep digital 
skills up to date and ease the transition to emerg‑
ing professions. And yet, labour force survey data 
reveal that, in Belgium in  2019, fewer than one in 
ten people aged 25-64  (8.2 %) had taken a formal 
or informal course or training in the four weeks prior 
to the survey, much worse than the best performers, 
particularly the Nordic countries, where the number is 
well over one in four, and this state of play has barely 
improved in the past decade. The country’s low-skilled 
would benefit greatly, especially in terms of digital 
skills, and yet they are typically the least likely to 
engage in lifelong learning (3.4 %). At regional level, 
Brussels stands out with a significantly higher percent‑
age of people taking courses or training. Explanations 
include the Region’s relative specialisation in sectors 
offering their employees comparatively more training ; 
a higher percentage of higher education graduates 
among its population ; and a relatively young popula‑
tion compared with those in the other two Regions. 
After all, those aged 55 and over are the least likely 
to attend training (4 %).

Sustained efforts are required to 
address other challenges facing the 
Belgian labour market

Generally recognised rigidities in the Belgian labour 
market – e.g. the lack of occupational and geo‑
graphical mobility, too strong a link between wages 
and seniority instead of 
productivity, high taxes on 
wages and financial unem‑
ployment traps, to name 
but a few – also get in the way of any optimum al‑
location or reallocation of resources post‑crisis.

A stable job may underwrite a high-quality career, 
and on this measure, Belgium holds up relatively well 
in the European arena, even if it does not fundamen‑
tally stand out. Of the entire working-age population, 
63 % of the country’s workers are employed by the 
same employer for five years or longer, compared 

with an average 60 % in the EU. In the Nordic na‑
tions, employment is much less stable as less than 
half of employees work for the same employer for five 
years or longer and nearly one in five has less than a 
year of seniority (the latter applying to only 11.6 % 
of employees in Belgium). In the neighbouring coun‑
tries, the stability of employment is closer to Belgium’s 
own, although a larger number of employees are 
recent hires (13 % in Germany, 14 % in France and 
15 % in the Netherlands). Such stability of employ‑
ment should, however, be underpinned by economic 
criteria, meaning that it should reflect a good match 
between employee and employer, allowing the former 
to grow in their jobs and the latter to benefit from 
competent workers who meet the requirements of 
their company.

With wage increases in Belgium being directly linked 
to employee seniority – an easy-to-measure indicator 
which is supposed to reflect productivity – wages 
gradually rise the longer an employee works for the 
same employer. In its November  2020 report, the 
Central Economic Council (CEC) observed that, al‑
though most joint committees have agreed collective 
labour agreements in which pay-scale raises are linked 
to seniority or experience, subsequent wage differen‑
tials are significantly higher or lower from one job sta‑
tus to the next, and from one sector to another. This 
differential tends to be a lot smaller for blue‑collar 
workers than it is for white-collar staff and manage‑
ment. The gap is particularly wide in non-market sec‑
tors : the pay-scale differences between the lowest and 
the highest seniorities amount to 31.9 % to 42.7 % 
(for blue-collar workers and white-collar workers re‑
spectively). In market sectors, the differences are very 
small for blue-collar workers (3.6 %) and quite a bit 
larger for white-collar workers (28.9 %). This situation 
is not unique to Belgium, but the CEC does note that 
most countries are increasingly decoupling pay rises, 

promotions and protection 
measures in the event of 
redundancies from senior‑
ity, and that mechanisms 

are less automatically applied. In view of this, the 
De Croo governing coalition agreement resolved to 
ask the social partners to use this study to engage in 
a debate on the link between pay and seniority, and 
thus contribute to wage reforms.

With seniority a major determinant of wage-setting, 
employees might at least in part have a reason not 
to move jobs a lot out of fear that they could lose 

Labour market rigidities threaten 
to curb the reallocation of jobs
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Chart  81

Major wage differences between branches of activity
(differences in % compared with industry 1, full-time salaried workers aged 20-64, 2017)
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1 Based on a model that adjusts for differences in diplomas, job qualifications and seniority between employees of the various branches of activity.

certain wage accruals and that their experience might 
not always be equally rewarded by a new employer. 
Also, it is more expensive for employers to fire em‑
ployees with a lot of seniority as redundancy expenses 
increase the longer employees are in service.

In practice, of course, pay typically varies mostly 
depending on the substance of the job, the respon‑
sibilities that go with it and the level of knowledge 
required (diplomas/degrees and experience). However, 
these factors are not enough in and of themselves 
to explain wage differences between branches of 
activity. Employees with similar profiles and working 
for similar-sized businesses are looking at significantly 
higher wage levels in manufacturing, the financial 
sector and the water and energy sectors than in trade, 
construction, the hospitality industry, technical activi‑
ties and support (including agency work), and health 
care and social work.

Those sectors in which businesses enjoy the biggest 
market power or in which activities are regulated – 
examples being energy and financial services – stand 
out for their rather more attractive compensation 
packages. These differences adversely affect mobility 
between branches of activity, even ignoring issues in 
terms of training, ongoing training or retraining.

Scope for pay differentiation has been laid down in 
the 19  March  2017 Law amending the  1996  Law 
on the Promotion of Employment and the Preventive 
Safeguarding of Competitiveness, which sets the 
wage standard on the basis of the accumulative 
trend in hourly wage costs compared with Belgium’s 
three neighbouring countries. Not until the standard 
is applied in the various joint committees structuring 
the private sector, however, will sector differentia‑
tion emerge. As a result, such differentiation remains 
rather limited.

There are other possibilities at company level, though. 
Outside of the  1996  Law, the CCT/CAO 90  salary 
bonus rule allows for financial incentives to be given 
to employees depending on the collective results of a 
company or well-defined group of employees based 
on objective criteria. This bonus is free of tax for the 
employee receiving it, up to a ceiling. And as it is 
performance-based, the award facilitates a remunera‑
tion framework that does not eat into a company’s 
competitiveness, while at the same time motivating 
employees through profit-sharing in their company. 
In this way, a financial incentive can make a busi‑
ness more attractive to the employees it is looking to 
recruit, and this bonus thus contributes to a better 
allocation of workers. Although it is steadily rising, 
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Chart  82

Tax wedge on low wages 1 has narrowed but remains steep when compared with France and the 
Netherlands
(in % of total wage cost)
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Source :  OECD.
1 For a single person with no children receiving 67 % of the average gross wage.

the cumulative amount of such incentive payments 
remains quite low at around 0.4 % of private sector 
compensation, as implementation procedures are very 
strict and bonus amounts capped.

The tax shift policy pursued by the Belgian govern‑
ment between  2016 and  2020 has succeeded in 
mitigating fiscal and parafiscal pressures on labour 
incomes, with the reforms impacting the financial 
incentive to work both through a change in personal 
income tax and via a reduction in employer contribu‑
tions to social security. For low-wage earners (67 % 
of average wages), the tax wedge, i.e. the differ‑
ence between total wage costs for the employer and 
take-home pay for the employee, was slashed to 
Germany’s levels, yet it is still higher than in France 
and the Netherlands.

In a labour market without too many transitions, peo‑
ple in work enjoy relative job security, but the flipside 
is that job-seekers find few opportunities to land a 
position and they therefore stay out of work for a 
proportionally longer time. In Belgium, 44 % of job-
seekers have been out of work for longer than a year 
and as many as one in four (27 %) have been jobless 
for over two years. Of those jobless, 30 % succeed in 

finding a job in under a year, which is not just lower 
than in Belgium’s main neighbouring countries and 
the Nordic countries but also below the EU average. 
By contrast, 33 % become inactive (7.5  percentage 
points over the EU average), a situation that is hard to 
overcome since 88 % of the inactive are still so after 
twelve months.

The allocation and reallocation of workers is not 
merely hampered by low occupational mobility, but 
also by limited geographic mobility, leading to major 
regional disparities. Out of all the countries in the 
EU, Belgium has the widest geographical spread in 
unemployment rates in its sub‑regions. This situation 
is not new. Against the backdrop of a dynamic labour 
market, successive adjustments to the unemployment 
regulations – definition of suitable work, benefits 
tapering, greater support and guidance for the young 
and for those aged 50 and over – and the cooperation 
agreements between the regional public employment 
services have served to provide improved access to 
employment. That said, the geographical mobility 
of job‑seekers is still limited. The constraint of the 
distance between home and place of work is com‑
pounded by the language barrier. Particularly in the 
case of low-educated job-seekers, this is exacerbated 
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Chart  83

Job security in Belgium goes hand in hand with fewer transitions from unemployment and 
inactivity to work
(transitions in the labour market, in % of corresponding group, 2019)
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by the lack of financial incentives to work because of 
a relatively high replacement rate, especially at the 
start of a period of unemployment, compared with 
the expected wages from a low-paid job.

The transitions from unemployment to work, structur‑
ally limited as they are, were marked by the conse‑
quences of the COVID-19 crisis in 2020. The number 
of such transitions fell everywhere, but very steep‑
ly in Belgium. In the second quarter of  2020, the 

percentage of unemployed people who found a job 
was 28 % lower on average in the EU than in 2019, 
but in Belgium the drop worked out at 40 %. The sus‑
pension of benefits tapering – a decision made in the 
spring of 2020, when there were few opportunities to 
find a job, to protect the incomes of the unemployed – 
must be reconsidered when economic activity revives, 
so as to encourage people to look for work and be 
prepared to accept jobs in sectors and regions that are 
still facing serious shortages of workers.
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Chart  84

Minor geographical mobility implies wide gaps in unemployment rates 

(unemployment rates in municipalities, in % of the labour force aged 15-64, 2018)
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