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At Orkestra we believe that the more people participate in the processes of building 
competitiveness, the more inclusive the resulting well-being will be, as they are two 
sides of the same coin that cannot be understood without each other. Inclusive com-
petitiveness is the process by which all the people of a territory participate, giving the 
best of themselves, in the generation of value. And inclusive well-being is the process 
by which more and more people, with greater equality, have dignified access to the 
different dimensions of well-being, such as health, employment or education. There-
fore, if we want to ensure inclusiveness in well-being outcomes we need to foster in-
clusiveness in the processes that build competitiveness, and vice versa.

When we talk about inclusion, we are talking about people, who are ultimately those 
who may experience inequality and exclusion, and who can participate in building 
competitiveness and well-being. Thus, the report analyses the challenges we face in 
building inclusive competitiveness, taking advantage of the opportunities created by 
diversity and ensuring access to well-being for the greatest number of people.

The analysis is complex because people are multidimensional and their needs and 
interests go beyond their role in the socio-economic and political sphere of a terri-
tory. Our report analyses the inclusion of people from the perspective of their rela-
tionship with competitiveness, and focuses the study on three demographic char-
acteristics that are related to some of the critical challenges and opportunities for 
competitiveness and well-being in the Basque Country: people’s age, place of origin 
and gender.

The first two are directly linked to the demographic challenge facing our territory. 
The third, the gender of people, is a critical category insofar as women’s participation 
rates, fortunately, have been increasing in the world of work and this obliges us to 
analyse in depth the social relations of gender and their effect on the economy and 
well-being. Furthermore, gender equality is a key element in ensuring the competi-
tiveness of industrial and internationalised companies in our territory.

Considering diversity as a driver of inclusive competitiveness and well-being will un-
doubtedly result in more advanced, more innovative, more tolerant and more cohe-
sive societies. However, the inclusion of people in the socio-economic and political 
sphere does not happen automatically; it must be managed by public policies and 
companies. Efforts must be invested there because efficient management of diver-
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Prólogo

sity increases the likelihood of increasing activity rates and consequently GDP per 
capita, a key indicator of competitiveness.

The Report begins with an analysis of the overall performance of the Basque Country 
in competitiveness and well-being and presents the most recent evolution of 66 indi-
cators organised through our territorial competitiveness framework for well-being. It 
continues with a conceptual reflection on the importance of inclusion as a transver-
sal axis for the competitiveness and well-being of a territory and empirically analy-
ses three of the multiple demographic characteristics of people — age, place of ori-
gin and gender — related to some of the most demanding challenges of the Basque 
Country. The report ends with a series of conclusions and recommendations drawn 
from the analysis as a whole.

This report has been possible thanks to the excellent work, involvement and com-
mitment of all the people who form part of and collaborate with Orkestra, as well as 
the sponsoring institutions that accompany us and without whose support Orkestra 
would not be a reality, nor an international benchmark in action-research in competi-
tiveness for well-being.án Martén Uliarte
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The importance of inclusion for territorial development is reflected in the 
growing discourse of international organisations, such as the United Nations, the 
International Labour Organisation or the European Commission, on the need to 
promote a “just transition”. It is common to speak of a triple transition that is both 
“green, digital and social” (OECDa, 2023), and in the new European Commission 
formed in September 2024 a Vice-Presidency has been given explicit responsibility 
for promoting a “clean, just and competitive” transition. 

Inclusion is incorporated in Orkestra's competitiveness for wellbeing framework as 
a transversal axis because it has an intrinsic relationship with the three parts of the 
framework: (i) inclusion is reflected in the context of a territory; (ii) it affects the le-
vers that determine its competitiveness and well-being; and (iii) it is integrated in 
the results that the territory is able to achieve. 

COMPETITIVENESS FOR WELLBEING FRAMEWORK

Inclusion is multidimensional, addressing people's gender, age, origin, different abili-
ties and economic resources, among other dimensions. On the one hand, at a time 
when we are aware of the economic and political consequences of rising inequali-
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ties, it is particularly important to understand how our competitiveness and wellbe-
ing outcomes change for different groups. On the other hand, in a context where we 
face critical challenges related to demographic changes and the scarcity of human 
capital, it is important to understand how competitiveness levers are affected by as-
pects such as gender inequality, relations between generations or the integration of 
immigrants in society.

The 2024 Competitiveness Report explores the transversal axis of inclusion with the 
aim of reflecting on the challenges we face to ensure inclusive competitiveness that 
can generate inclusive wellbeing. The Report begins with an analysis of the Basque 
Country's global performance in competitiveness and wellbeing, presenting the 
most recent evolution in 66 indicators organised by our territorial competitiveness 
for wellbeing framework. We then combine conceptual reflection on the importance 
of inclusion in sustaining a territory's competitiveness and wellbeing with empirical 
analysis of three dimensions of inclusion — place of origin, gender and age — in the 
competitiveness and wellbeing of the Basque Country. 

Current competitiveness and wellbeing in the Basque 
Country

Our assessment of the current state of competitiveness and wellbeing in the Basque 
Country is based on the analysis of a panel of 22 indicators of economic-business 
performance, 20 indicators of wellbeing performance, and 24 indicators reflect-
ing the dynamic levers of competitiveness and wellbeing. The following three tables 
summarise the main results of the three blocks of indicators analysed.

Economic and business performance

Economic 
performance

GDP per capita (PPP) has continued its growth trajectory in 2023, widening the 
positive gap with the EU‑27 average (111 %) and significantly reducing the nega-
tive gap with Germany (96 %). This performance is marked by improvements in 
productivity, both in the economy as a whole and in the manufacturing sector. In 
all productivity indicators, the Basque Country is above Spain and the EU‑27, but 
below Germany and the benchmark regions of Upper Austria and Baden-Würt-
temberg.

Business 
profitability

Business profitability grew in 2023, reaching values of 6.6 % in economic profit-
ability (ROA) and 11.8 % in financial profitability (ROE), alongside a strong reduc-
tion in the Unit Labour Cost (ULC) of the manufacturing sector. Gross operat-
ing surplus has remained stable at around 43 % in the Basque Country, slightly 
above the level of Spain and the EU‑27 and well above that of Germany.

Innovation and 
entrepreneurship

The percentage of SMEs doing both product innovation (26.1 %) and process in-
novation (32.6 %) has increased. However, this is still an area of weakness, espe-
cially in the case of small companies and in organisational and marketing inno-
vation. The strategies adopted by Basque SMEs are low-risk and low-disruptive, 
and the barriers they perceive to innovation have more to do with the high costs 
of innovation and the existence of other priorities rather than those related to 
knowledge. In entrepreneurship, although the overall rate is still below Spanish 
or European levels, the Basque Country performs well in technological entrepre-
neurship and high-growth companies. Likewise, the number of companies with 
more than 5 employees is growing, which means that the average size of compa-
nies is increasing.
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Economic and business performance

Internationalisa-
tion

International exports of goods decreased in 2023 in the Basque Country from 
37.9  % of GDP to 35.8  %, with a decrease in both energy and non-energy ex-
ports. This trend is also observed in Spain, Germany and the EU‑27, and the po-
sitioning of the Basque Country with respect to the European average has im-
proved considerably over the last few years, and even in 2023. Moreover, the 
trade balance has improved, indicating that international imports of goods have 
fallen proportionally more than exports, both in energy and non-energy goods. 

Wellbeing outcomes

Life satisfaction Life satisfaction decreased slightly in the Basque Country in 2023. Its level is very 
similar to the EU‑27 average and above Germany and Spain.

Material life The proportion of people at risk of poverty or exclusion continues its downward 
trend to 15.5 %, lower than the EU‑27 average (21.4 %), and economic inequal-
ity remains stable. However, median household income has fallen in the last two 
years, and the proportion of people who cannot afford to keep their home at an 
adequate temperature rose in 2023 to stand slightly above the EU average.

Employment The unemployment rate (7.6  %), although above the EU‑27 average (6.1  %), is 
narrowing the gap year by year. There are also improvements in job satisfaction 
(7.4 out of 10). However, the gender pay gap per hour worked, after a continu-
ous decrease since 2017, has increased in the last year, standing at 8.8 %.

Social life People's satisfaction with their free time is stable after the increases of the last 
decade, and trust in people has increased, recovering part of the decline expe-
rienced during the pandemic. On the other hand, although the level of crime 
remains significantly below the EU‑27 average, crime against property per 
100 000 inhabitants reached 895 in the Basque Country in 2022, an increase 
of 31 % over the previous year.

Learning The proportion of the population aged 25-64 with upper secondary or ter-
tiary education continues its upward trajectory and at 78.8  % has almost 
reached the European average (79.8  %). On the other hand, the Basque 
Country maintains its leadership in lifelong learning, with 18.2 % of the popu-
lation aged 25-64 having participated in training or apprenticeship activities. 
However, the results of the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) show a decline in the average score in mathematics, reading and sci-
ence that is greater than that experienced in the EU‑27 average.

Health Despite the slight decrease in the proportion of the population who perceive 
their state of health as good or very good (from 74.8 % to 73.4 %) and the in-
crease in premature deaths due to particle pollution (from 30.9 per 100 000 in-
habitants to 31.3), the Basque Country maintains its leadership with respect to 
the EU‑27 average in these two indicators and in life expectancy (83.5 years).

Environment Both greenhouse gas and air pollutant emissions increased in 2022 due to 
the increase in economic activity. In the case of greenhouse gases, the 5 % in-
crease has opened a negative gap with the EU‑27 average, whose emissions 
decreased by 1.3 %. However, with an increase that places the urban waste re-
cycling rate at 47.4 % in 2022, the Basque Country has almost closed the nega-
tive gap with the European average.
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Dynamic levers for competitiveness and wellbeing

Natural Capital Although the Basque Country is above the European average in most of the in-
dicators analysed, progress in the last year has been worse than in the EU‑27. 
The greatest challenge has to do with the share of renewable energies (18.2 %), 
which has worsened and is below the European average (23 %) with a difference 
that has not been reduced in the last decade.

Physical Capital The Basque Country is well positioned with respect to the European aver-
age and Germany in the indicators of gross capital formation and capital 
stock. However, both gross capital formation as a percentage of GDP and the 
stock of physical capital fell slightly in 2023. Within gross capital formation, 
what did increase was the proportion allocated to capital goods, standing at 
40.1 % and positively increasing the gap with respect to the other territories 
(30.6 % in Germany and 29.5 % in the EU‑27).

Finance Net worth, a structural indicator that refers to the funds that shareholders have 
invested in companies, has been improving and now stands at 49  %. On the 
other hand, the level of outward stock of foreign direct investment (FDI) (95 % of 
GDP) is clearly higher than in economies such as Spain or even Germany, associ-
ated with the high degree of internationalisation of Basque companies. However, 
the inward stock of investment (FDI), which is already structurally low, fell slightly 
in the last year, in contrast to what happened in other territories. 

Knowledge The orientation of patents in environmental technologies (18.7 %) and the level 
of scientific publications (3,373 per million inhabitants) are clearly above the 
EU‑27 average. Challenges come from the level of R&D expenditure and pat-
ents, which are below the European and German average and have fallen in the 
last year. As far as digitalisation is concerned, the Basque Country has strengths 
in terms of the digital skills of the population and digital infrastructures, as well 
as certain elements of the digitalisation of public services. However, it has short-
comings in terms of ICT specialists and some aspects of business digitalisation, 
such as the use of big data, the cloud and AI, as well as in the accessibility of 
public administration websites.

Human Capital The indicator of medical personnel per 100  000 inhabitants, which broadly re-
flects the ability of a territory to maintain its human capital in health, has re-
mained stable at 560, 40 % above the EU‑27 average (397). On the other hand, 
the employment rate, which captures the intensity with which a territory makes 
use of available human capital, has improved in 2023 more than the EU‑27 aver-
age, closing the gap that previously existed to be at a par (70 %). The two indica-
tors that capture the general skills of the younger population have maintained 
the improving trend of recent years and are above the EU‑27 average.

Social and 
Institutional 
Capital

23.4 % of Basque SMEs cooperated in R&D in 2022, a significantly higher pro-
portion than the EU‑27 average, but only 2.4 % of scientific publications in the 
Basque Country are in cooperation with industry, much less than the EU‑27 av-
erage (4.3 %). On the other hand, the quality of governance index shows, after a 
steady rise in previous editions, a considerable drop in its most recent edition, in 
which the Basque Country has fallen from first to sixth position among Spanish 
regions. 
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Inclusion: Motor of competitiveness and wellbeing in a 
changing demographic context

In 2024 we find ourselves in the Basque Country with a very different population to 
that of the early 1970s. On the one hand, although the proportion of people of work-
ing age is similar (60 %), the high percentage of young people has been replaced by 
a larger group of older people. On the other hand, while at the beginning of this cen-
tury only 2  % of the population of the Basque Country were foreign-born, in 2023 
this was 12  %. Finally, the profile of people of foreign origin has been diversifying. 
Currently, out of every 10 people of foreign origin, approximately 3 are women of 
American origin, 2 are men of American origin, another 2 are men from the rest of 
the world (especially the Maghreb) and the other 3 are a woman from the rest of the 
world and a man and a woman of European origin.

The combination of a much older population and a much more diverse population 
in terms of place of origin has important implications for the role of inclusion in the 
competitiveness and wellbeing of our territory. Inclusive competitiveness is under-
stood as the process by which all people in a territory can participate by giving the 
best of themselves in the generation of value, both witing the market and outside it. 
Thus, in territories with inclusive competitiveness, all people can participate in the 
construction of the wellbeing results that they also enjoy. 

To analyse the cross-cutting axis of inclusion as a driver of competitiveness and well-
being, it is crucial to address both participation and access. Inclusion as access is as-
sociated with wellbeing outcomes, while inclusion as participation relates to the dy-
namic levers of competitiveness, especially human and social capital. 

INCLUSION AS PARTICIPATION AND ACCESS 
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For empirical analysis of inclusion in the Basque Country we focus on the region’s 
people, those who ultimately experience inequality and exclusion and who can par-
ticipate in the construction of competitiveness and wellbeing. 

Inclusion as participation in the processes of building 
competitiveness

Age, gender and place of birth have an impact on people’s decisions to enter the la-
bour market or train or undertaking studies, and on their working conditions. The 
analysis of inclusion in the levers of human and social capital in the Basque Country 
reveals a complex panorama, but understanding it is critical to work towards the in-
clusion of all people in the processes of competitiveness and wellbeing of the terri-
tory. The main features of this panorama can be summarised as follows:

•	 Employment rates: They are generally lower among women and among foreign-
born persons. On the one hand, the greater dedication of women than men to 
care-related tasks has a direct impact on their incorporation into the labour mar-
ket. On the other hand, foreign-born people face other obstacles to finding work, 
such as work experience, level of education and the process of regularising their 
residency and/or citizenship status. 

•	 Occupational activity: Men are more likely to work in the industrial sector and 
women in public administration (education and health). Men and women from 
America and the rest of Europe are more likely to be employed in commerce, 
transport and hotels and restaurants, and men born in the rest of the world are 
more likely to work in construction. Foreign women, and in particular American 
women, have a greater presence in other services, a category that includes do-
mestic workers. In terms of occupational category, people of local origin have 
occupations that require higher levels of skills, as they are in managerial, pro-
fessional and technical positions, while foreign-born people tend to work in 
more elementary occupations. It is only in the sectors of Professional, scientific, 
technical and administrative activities, and Public administration, education and 
health where women predominate in management, professional and technical 
positions, and the growing incorporation of women into the business world has 
not been accompanied by a growth in their presence in decision-making posi-
tions.

•	 Type of contract: Temporary contracts affect more women than men, and 
among men they are more prevalent among those of foreign origin. This type of 
contract is also more common among the younger population. Moreover, full-
time contracts are more common among men and among older people, while 
women have a higher rate of undesired part-time work. Among people of foreign 
origin, the presence of jobs without a contract or without social security affilia-
tion stands out, probably due to their irregular legal situation, which limits their 
access to legal contracts and calls into question their levels of legal and social 
protection. 

•	 Skills: The population of local origin has higher educational levels than that of for-
eign origin. Furthermore, while the percentage of women is higher than men in 
tertiary education and in continuing education, the percentage of men is higher 
in post-compulsory non-tertiary education. As for STEM studies, these are cho-
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sen by 28 % of university students (34 % of whom are women) and 51 % of voca-
tional training students (11 % of whom are women). Finally, men (11.8 %), women 
(16.4 %) and people of foreign origin (21.8 %) report that their educational level is 
higher than that required for their job. Therefore, people's skills — and especially 
those of women and people of foreign origin — are not being used to the full, po-
tentially impacting both their own wellbeing and the competitiveness of the terri-
tory. 

•	 Social and institutional capital: People of foreign origin have less trust in gen-
eral than people born in the Basque Country, but more trust in institutions. Local 
people have wider personal networks in which to seek support and better access 
to financial, health and emotional support. On the other hand, or as a result of the 
above, people of foreign origin have greater personal independence than local 
people. While interest in socio-political issues is very similar regardless of origin, 
the regulation of voting rights means that people of foreign origin participate less 
in elections.

Inclusion as access to wellbeing outcomes

Our analysis of inclusion by gender, age and place of origin has also explored access 
to wellbeing outcomes in five dimensions: 

•	 Life satisfaction: There are no major differences in life satisfaction between 
women and men, but satisfaction declines as people get older.

•	 Material life: Women generally have lower incomes than men and real poverty 
is higher in female-headed households. Incomes are lower and poverty higher 
also among younger people, but it is households headed by people of foreign 
origin that are most susceptible to poverty. There is a 34.3 % wage gap for peo-
ple of foreign nationality, and a 27.9  % gap for the 25-34 age group compared 
to people aged 55 and over. These results translate into difficulties in accessing 
housing: owning a home is difficult, especially for young people, and this diffi-
culty is even greater for people of foreign origin. On the other hand, the housing 
used by people of foreign origin is in worse condition in terms of humidity and 
cold.

•	 Employment: Women have lower job satisfaction, but job satisfaction has wors-
ened more among men. Women also have fewer conflict situations at work than 
men.

•	 Social life: Inequality is detected in the division of domestic work between men 
and women, mainly in terms of childcare, with employed women having a higher 
daily dedication than men. Moreover, while the degree of satisfaction with the 
daily time spent on the different forms of domestic work is similar for both gen-
ders, there are indications that men are more satisfied with the overall division of 
tasks than women. 

•	 Health: Men have a better self-perception of their health than women at all ages. 
In addition, the prevalence of symptoms of anxiety and depression, which can 
have an impact on social, emotional and work relationships, is higher among 
women than men, and is also higher in the 45-64 age group. 
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Recommendations 

The Report presents a vision of a territory with comparatively good and relatively 
inclusive results in economic competitiveness and wellbeing. Reinforcing the re-
sults of previous years' reports, the major challenges lie in the levers of knowledge 
and natural capital, and in innovation and environmental performance. To work 
on these and other competitiveness challenges in our current and changing demo-
graphic scenario, it is especially important to actively work on the inclusion of all 
people in competitiveness processes, making better use of existing capabilities and 
enhancing them through lifelong learning. It also implies learning how to effectively 
manage diversity in our companies and organisations and generating the right 
leadership in contexts of diversity.

There are multiple plans and policies dedicated to different dimensions of inclusion, 
each with a role in this process. In the search for inclusive competitiveness to gener-
ate inclusive well-being, it will be particularly important to work on the connections, 
contradictions and synergies between these actions to align the needs of the ter-
ritory from an economic-business competitiveness perspective with the wellbeing 
needs of its people. In this context, the Report's analysis provides recommendations 
in six specific areas.

I.	 Build on the capacities of all people: The analysis indicates that we are not tak-
ing advantage of the participation or capacities of all people living in the Basque 
Country, particularly women and people of foreign origin. It points to the need to 
work on the obstacles to the participation of these groups, in line with their ca-
pacities and the needs of the territory. In the case of women these barriers in-
clude the distribution of care tasks, while in the case of people of foreign origin it 
is especially important to seek solutions to their administrative situation, to foster 
their personal networks, and to ensure access to support and training opportuni-
ties that are well aligned with the needs of companies (in particular, through the 
vocational training system).

II.	 Embrace diversity: In a changing demographic scenario, it is particularly im-
portant to actively work towards the inclusion of all people in competitiveness 
processes. This inclusion, by gender, of immigrants, of different ages, etc., in-
creases the likelihood of increasing activity rates and meeting the challenges 
faced by companies in their generational transitions and in the search for tal-
ent of all kinds, thus contributing to the generation of competitiveness and 
wellbeing. In addition, it is important to learn how to effectively manage (and 
lead) this diversity in companies and other organisations to harness its poten-
tial benefits for organisational performance, innovation, and internationalisa-
tion. 

III.	Strengthen digital-technological-green competitiveness: Without forgetting 
the other levers of competitiveness and wellbeing, there is a clear need to pri-
oritise actions and strategies, on the part of the different actors in the Basque 
ecosystem, that strengthen the levers of natural capital and knowledge. In-
vestment in R&D and the commercialisation of new knowledge must be ac-
companied by a special sensitivity to sustainability and digitalisation so that 
our industry can position itself at the forefront of the transition towards a new 
digital-technological-green competitiveness. Moreover, the challenge of mov-
ing towards an energy system with a higher share of renewable energies im-
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plies technological, social and behavioural changes. These can favour inclusive 
wellbeing in several ways, such as consumer empowerment, the generation of 
new employment opportunities or positive effects on air quality and people's 
health.

IV.	Foster innovation and productivity: Innovation in SMEs is a strategic issue due 
to its critical role in generating sustained increases in the productivity of the 
economic fabric in the medium and long term. It is necessary to continue fos-
tering an innovative culture, supporting the reduction of costs associated with 
innovation, simplifying regulation and bureaucracy, and promoting the or-
ganisational and marketing innovations that are complementary to product 
and process innovations. In particular, it is necessary to focus these efforts on 
smaller companies.

V.	 Address threats to well-being: Despite high levels of wellbeing achieved in the 
Basque Country, and improvements made in recent years in a weak area like em-
ployment, it is important to be aware of threats to this wellbeing. These include 
negative trends and inequalities in aspects of health, the difficulties of access to 
housing, and the educational performance of young people. The challenges are 
especially acute in the environmental dimension of wellbeing. Here, in line with 
the conclusions of our previous Competitiveness Report (Orkestra, 2023), there is 
a need to accelerate, in an ordered way, the green transition of our society, being 
mindful of the social impacts of this transition.

VI.	Increase inclusion in well-being outcomes: In a context of high overall levels 
of wellbeing, there are some aspects of access to various dimensions of well-
being by different groups in society that demand attention to achieve truly in-
clusive wellbeing. In particular, the need to continue to address the gender 
gap in income, to find solutions to the great difficulties faced by young peo-
ple and people of foreign origin in accessing housing, and to better under-
stand the causes of the higher prevalence of mental health problems among 
women. 
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A central conclusion of the Competitiveness Report 2023, which analysed the transi-
tion towards environmentally sustainable competitiveness, was the need to ensure 
that the green transition is addressed “in such a way as to produce the desired eco-
nomic, environmental and social outcomes” (Orkestra, 2023). In order to address 
these three dimensions simultaneously, the inclusion of all people in competitive-
ness processes and wellbeing dimensions is fundamental, which is why it features 
as a transversal element in Orkestra’s competitiveness for wellbeing framework (see 
Figure 1‑1).

The importance of inclusion for territorial development is also reflected in the grow-
ing discourse of international organisations, such as the United Nations, the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation or the European Commission, on the need to promote 
a ‘just transition’. Indeed, it is increasingly common to speak not only of the double 
transition, ‘green and digital’, which forms the backbone of current European indus-
trial policy (European Commission, 2020, 2021), but of a triple transition that is at the 
same time ‘green, digital and social’ (OECDa, 2023). Moreover, in the new European 
Commission formed in September 2024, a vice-presidency has been given explicit re-
sponsibility for promoting a ‘clean, fair and competitive’ transition.

Inclusion is the critical axis of a ‘just’ or ‘social’ transition and has an intrinsic rela-
tionship with the competitiveness and wellbeing of a territory, as the competitive-
ness of a territory should be able to foster the wellbeing of all people living in it, both 
now and in the future. Thus, inclusiveness should be evident in wellbeing outcomes, 
which in our framework measure the ultimate performance of a territory.

However, inclusion also affects the effectiveness of a territory’s competitiveness le-
vers, where it interacts with some of the most important challenges for our future 
competitiveness and wellbeing, such as generational change in companies and public 
administrations, the availability of adequate skills (or ‘talent’) among the population, 
or the evolution of new management and organisational models.

Inclusion is multidimensional, addressing people’s gender, age, background, differ-
ent abilities and economic resources, among other dimensions. At a time when there 
is a heightened awareness of the economic and political consequences of increasing 
inequalities, it is especially important to understand how our competitiveness and 
wellbeing outcomes manifest themselves across different groups in a cross-cutting 
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manner. Moreover, at a time when we face critical challenges related to human ca-
pabilities to sustain high levels of competitiveness and wellbeing, it is critical to un-
derstand how the levers of competitiveness — in particular human and social capital 
— are affected by issues such as gender inequality, intergenerational relations or the 
integration of immigrants into society.

This Competitiveness Report delves into the transversal axis of inclusion with the 
aim of reflecting on the challenges we face to ensure an inclusive competitiveness, 
capable of generating inclusive wellbeing. The Report begins with an analysis of the 
Basque Country’s global performance in competitiveness and wellbeing, presenting 
the most recent evolution of 66 indicators organised by our territorial competitive-
ness for wellbeing framework. The second chapter makes a conceptual reflection on 
the importance of inclusion as a transversal axis underpinning the competitiveness 
and wellbeing of a territory, and the third chapter analyses three dimensions of in-
clusion — place of origin,1 gender and age — in the Basque Country, exploring their 
relationship with wellbeing indicators and with the levers of human capital and so-
cial capital. We close the report with a series of conclusions from the analysis of the 
three chapters, highlighting the recommendations that emerge from them.

1	  In this report, we understand a person’s place of origin as the place where he or she was born. 
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1.1	 Our framework of analysis

To analyse the current situation in the Basque Country, we use the holistic frame-
work developed by Orkestra to understand the determinants of a territory’s competi-
tiveness and wellbeing (Orkestra, 2021). As can be seen in Figure 1‑1 the framework 
organises the key indicators for understanding the competitiveness and wellbeing of 
a territory into three blocks:

1.	 In the centre, in blue, the territory’s ultimate performance is measured, with a dis-
tinction between: (i) the dimensions of economic and business performance that 
are typically part of competitiveness analysis; and (ii) the dimensions of people’s 
wellbeing that competitiveness should ultimately foster.

2.	 On the left, in orange, the structural context of the territory is articulated. This in-
cludes characteristics that to a large extent are given, that are neither good nor 
bad per se, and that change little and in the long term.

3.	 On the right, in green, are the dynamic levers of competitiveness, which include 
all the factors that affect competitiveness and wellbeing, and which can be influ-
enced by the policies and strategies of firms, governments and other territorial 
actors.

In addition to these three blocks, inclusion and international connectedness are in-
tegrated as cross-cutting elements. The first of these constitutes the main theme of 
this report, which is addressed in chapters 2 and 3.

The orange part of the framework changes slowly and was analysed in detail in the 
2022 Competitiveness Report (Orkestra, 2022), which identified the following main 
features:

•	 Sophistication (diversification and uniqueness) of the manufacturing struc‑
ture is high and stable in the European context, but with a relative decline in so-
phistication when considering, in addition to manufacturing, the rest of the activi-
ties of the economy.

•	 Gradual changes in the economic structure, with an increase in specialisation 
(relative to Europe) in sectors related to advanced manufacturing and services 
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relevant to the knowledge economy, and a decline in specialisation in traditional 
manufacturing sectors and in services related to marketing activities and the pro-
motion of new management models.

•	 High ageing rate, combined with a positive migration balance, both with im-
portant implications for the labour market and the social protection system.

•	 Changes in people’s values, especially in the workplace, where younger genera-
tions prioritise aspects such as salary and working hours over the possibility of tak-
ing initiative or responsibility, and where high levels of absenteeism are causing 
concern.

FIGURE 1‑1  Competitiveness for wellbeing framework

Source: Orkestra (2021).

In this chapter we focus on the blue and green parts of the framework to obtain an 
updated diagnosis of the Basque Country’s recent performance in the four dimen-
sions of economic and business performance and the seven dimensions of wellbe-
ing, and to find out the recent evolution of the key indicators in each of the six com-
petitiveness levers.

The analysis is based on a panel of 66 indicators that have been selected consider-
ing, on the one hand, their relevance for understanding the dimension in question 
(the appropriateness of the indicator) and, on the other hand, the availability of re-
cent and comparable data (the feasibility of the indicator). As in previous editions of 
the Competitiveness Report, we have tried to select indicators that allow a compari-
son with the European average and, where possible, also with other relevant Euro-
pean regions.2 For each block — dimensions of economic and business performance, 
dimensions of wellbeing and dynamic levers — we present a table with the value of 

2	 In order to broaden the possibilities of incorporating more suitable indicators, there are cases in which 
there is only a comparison with countries, with the Spanish average or with other Spanish regions (Au-
tonomous Communities). 
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each indicator in the most recent year available, together with a ranking of its evolu-
tion in the last year and its position relative to the EU‑27 average. In addition, each 
block has an annex with graphs showing the evolution of the indicators over the last 
decade in comparison with the reference territories.

1.2	 Economic competitiveness

Table 1-1 presents the recent performance of the Basque Country in 22 indicators of 
economic and business competitiveness, organised into 4 blocks. For each indicator, 
performance is characterised in terms of its evolution over the last year with avail-
able data and its position relative to the European average, both in absolute terms 
and in terms of its relative evolution over the last year.3 Annex 1 provides line graphs 
showing the evolution of each indicator over ten years, both for the Basque Country 
and for reference territories.4

Both the economic performance of the territory and the economic profitability 
of companies are very positive. GDP per capita, measured in purchasing power par-
ity (PPP), has continued its growth trajectory in 2023, increasing the positive gap with 
the EU‑27 average (111 %) and significantly reducing the negative gap with Germany 
(96 %). The different measures of productivity have also generally increased above 
the European average (only productivity per person employed in the economy as 
a whole has grown less than the European average), with the Basque Country po-
sitioned in all indicators above Spain and the EU‑27 but below Germany and the 
benchmark regions of Upper Austria and Baden-Württemberg.

With regard to the capacity of the economic-business system to generate profit-
ability from its activities, the evolution in all indicators has been positive and the 
Basque Country is very well placed with respect to the European average. The unit 
labour cost (ULC), which captures the underlying relationship between labour re-
muneration and productivity, fell in all economies in 2022. In the manufacturing 
sector, the sharp reduction in ULC in the Basque Country has resulted in a lower 
ULC than in Germany and closer to that of the EU‑27 and Spain than in previous 
years. The gross operating surplus, which shows the surplus generated by busi-
ness operating activities once the labour factor (specifically wage earners) has been 
rewarded, has remained stable, slightly above 43 % in the Basque Country, some-
what higher than in Spain and the EU‑27 and considerably higher than in Germany. 
Finally, the two indicators of corporate profitability also grew in 2023, reaching a 
value of 6.6 % in economic profitability (ROA) and 11.8 % in financial profitability 

3	 Green represents a positive result and red represents a negative result. In the first and second col-
oured columns, the presence of one symbol indicates that the difference is between 1 % and 5 %, and 
the presence of two symbols indicates that the difference is greater than 5 %. In the third column, one 
symbol indicates that the change in the Basque Country differs between 0.5 and 3 percentage points 
with respect to the change in the EU‑27 and two symbols indicate that the difference is greater than 
3 percentage points. In all three cases, if the difference is less than the values indicated, it is indicated 
with an equal sign. 

4	 We have chosen the following territories for the comparison: (i) two European regions (Baden-
Württemberg and Upper Austria) due to their similar characteristics to those of the Basque Coun-
try and their strong economic and social performance (Orkestra, 2020); (ii) the European Union (EU) 
with 27 members (EU‑27), to see how the Basque Country compares with the European average; 
(iii) Spain, to see how the Basque Country compares with the national average; and (iv) Germany as 
a benchmark country in Europe. We present the data for these territories according to their avail-
ability.
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(ROE). The improvement in profitability has been most intense in the manufactur-
ing sector (6.5 in 2023, +1.8 p.p. compared to 2022) and the services sector (6.8 in 
2023, +1.7 p.p. compared to 2022).

TABLE 1-1  Performance of the Basque Country in economic and business competitiveness results

Indicator Year Value
Evolution 
(last year)

Relative positioning 
EU‑27

Level Change

ECONOMIC AND BUSINESS RESULTS

Economic and business performance

GDP per capita (PPP-€) 2023 42 159 →→ ↑↑ +

Apparent productivity of labour per person employed (k€ / person) 2023 78.7 → ↑↑ -

Apparent productivity of labour per hour worked (€/hour) 2022 46.6 →→ ↑↑ ++

Apparent productivity of labour per hour worked (€/hour) 2022 84.6 →→ ↑↑ ++

Apparent productivity of labour per hour worked in Manufacturing  
(€/hour) 2022 50.6 →→ ↑↑ ++

Corporate profitability

Unit Labour Cost in the total economy (ULC)  
(% per person employed) 2022 59.1 → ↑ +

Unit Labour Cost (ULC) in the manufacturing sector  
(% per person employed) 2022 58.2 →→ ↓↓ ++

Gross operating surplus (% GDP) 2023 43.1 = ↑ +

Economic return on assets (ROA) (median; %) 2023 6.6 →→ n/d n/d

Financial profitability (ROE) (median; %) 2023 11.8 →→ n/d n/d

Innovation and entrepreneurship

Total innovative SMEs (% CORE est.) 2022 42.4 →→ ↓↓ --

SMEs with product innovation (% CORE est.) 2022 26.1 →→ ↓↓ ++

SMEs with process innovation (% est. CORE) 2022 32.6 →→ ↓↓ --

Sales of new/improved products by innovative SMEs (% total sales) 2022 11.1 ←← ↑↑ -

Entrepreneurial activity rate (% population 18-64 years) 2023 5.5 →→ n/d n/d

High growth companies (% companies with more than 10 employees) 2022 9.2 ←← ↑↑ --

Internationalisation

International exports of goods (% GDP) 2023 35.8 ←← ↓↓ +

International trade balance of goods (% GDP) 2023 6.4 →→ ↑↑ ++

International exports of non-energy goods (% GDP) 2023 33.6 ← ↓↓ +

International trade balance of non-energy goods (% GDP) 2023 11.7 →→ ↑↑ --

International exports of goods and services (% GDP) 2023 40.2 ← ↓↓ ++

International trade balance of goods and services (% GDP) 2023 6.3 →→ ↑↑ ++

Source: Own elaboration based on the graphs and sources included in Annex 1.
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Despite its ranking as a strong innovator and pole of excellence in the Regional Inno-
vation Scoreboard (European Commission, 2023a), Small and Medium-sized Enter‑
prise (SME) innovation indicators have been a recurrent weakness in the competi-
tive performance of the Basque Country in recent years. As can be seen in Table 1-1, 
the Basque Country continues to be at a disadvantage with respect to the European 
average in all three SME innovation indicators in the last year for which compara-
tive data are available (2020). However, the 2022 data for the Basque Country show 
a significant improvement in the total percentage of innovative SMEs (42.4 %), and 
in the percentages of innovative SMEs in product (26.1 %) and process (32.6 %). Fur-
thermore, although comparative data for the EU‑27 are not yet available for 2022, it 
is observed that the gap with Germany, although still large, narrowed in 2022 in all 
three indicators, thanks to both the improvements observed in the Basque Country 
and the decline in the indicators in Germany. On the other hand, while sales of new 
or improved products fell in the Basque Country in 2022 to 11.1 %, this is an indicator 
in which the Basque Country is traditionally very well positioned with respect to the 
averages for the EU‑27, Spain and Germany (4.8 %).

To elaborate further on this critical issue for competitiveness, Box 1‑1 summarises 
the key messages from a detailed analysis of innovation in Basque SMEs carried out 
using microdata from Eustat’s Innovation Survey (Alkorta et al., 2024).

BOX 1‑1  Innovation in Basque SMEs

The capacity of its SMEs to innovate is an important determinant of the competitiveness 
of any territory, and even more so in the Basque Country, which is characterised by a high 
weight of SMEs in its economy. The Basque Country is recognised for its strong overall in-
novation system, but there is persistent concern about the relatively low percentage of in-
novative SMEs compared to other benchmark territories. An analysis of the main char-
acteristics of Basque SMEs with respect to innovation based on the Eustat and Eurostat 
innovation surveys highlights that:

·	 Innovation and business size: The Basque Country has a higher percentage of SMEs 
(98 %), especially small businesses (82 %), than other territories. Moreover, the percentage 
of innovative small establishments is low (38.9 %) and it has lost its relative advantage in 
the percentage of innovative medium-sized establishments (60.7 %) with respect to compa-
nies of the same size in the EU‑27 (65.2 %).

·	 Product innovation: Although the percentage of SMEs with product innovation is lower 
than in the EU‑27 and Germany, the percentage of medium-sized Basque establishments 
that innovate in products (38.8 %) stands out. In fact, sales of new or improved products by 
SMEs (11.1 %), despite a decline in recent years, are considerably higher than in Europe and 
Germany, mainly due to the higher values in medium-sized establishments. These results 
suggest a duality of Basque SMEs, with a relatively good positioning of medium-sized com-
panies and a worse positioning of small companies.
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·	 Process innovation: The percentage of innovative SMEs in different process dimensions 
is, in general, higher than in Spain, but lower than in the EU‑27 and Germany, only reach-
ing values similar to those of the EU‑27 and Germany in the category of production meth-
ods. Small companies are worse positioned than in the EU‑27 and Germany in all indi-
cators, with the greatest differences being observed in the categories of organisation and 
human resources, business practices and external relations, and marketing. In the case of 
medium-sized enterprises, the ranking compared to the European average is good in inno-
vation in production methods, while it is comparatively worse in the rest of the categories, 
especially those related to organisational and marketing innovations.

·	 Expenditure on innovation: The distribution of innovation expenditure in the Basque 
Country has a significant concentration in SMEs, as opposed to the greater weight of large 
companies in other territories. Particularly noteworthy is the higher percentage of innova-
tion expenditure as a percentage of turnover in medium-sized establishments, as well as 
the greater weight of internal and external R&D expenditure to the detriment of other in-
novation expenditure. The explanations for these results can be found in: (i) the lower per-
centage of large business units in the Basque Country; (ii) the larger average size of large 
units in the EU‑27 and Germany; and (iii) the fact that most of the entities included in 
R&D services — which have a large weight in innovation expenditure in the Basque Coun-
try — are not large.

·	 Cooperation in R&D&I: Cooperation in R&D&I with other agents is an important aspect 
of innovation in the Basque Country, where 52 % of innovative SMEs cooperate in R&D&I, 
a much higher percentage than in other territories. This cooperation mainly takes place at 
regional and national level, with a lower percentage of establishments cooperating abroad 
than in the EU‑27, and the types of agents with which most SMEs cooperate are consultan-
cy firms and technology centres, cooperative innovation centres, research centres and simi-
lar.

·	 Public aid for innovation: The percentage of SMEs receiving public aid in the Basque 
Country stands out, both in general (53 %) and for R&D&I (35 %). The percentage is much 
higher than in Germany and Spain, with the Basque Government being the administra-
tive level that reaches the highest percentage of establishments, followed by the Provincial 
Councils.

·	 Barriers to innovation: The most important barriers for Basque SMEs (innovative and 
non-innovative) are the existence of other priorities and high costs, followed by uncertain market 
demand. In the case of innovative SMEs, which perceive the barriers to innovation to be the 
highest, too high costs of innovation is the predominant barrier, followed by the existence of oth‑
er priorities in the company and difficulties in obtaining public aid or subsidies. In both cases, knowl‑
edge‑related barriers appear as the least relevant barriers.

·	 Business strategies and innovation: Innovative establishments especially prioritise (i) 
strategies focused on quality leadership, (ii) improving existing products, (iii) satisfying es-
tablished clientele and (iv) reaching new groups. Thus, in general, we observe innovation 
patterns focused on constant improvement, and characterised by low risk and low disrup-
tion.

The overall analysis confirms the perception that there is a need for continued attention to 
increase the number and percentage of SMEs with innovative activity. On the one hand, it 
is important to continue to foster innovation culture in SMEs, encouraging them to under-
stand the importance of innovative activity for their future competitiveness as an integral 
part of their strategy. On the other hand, it is important to continue to support the innova-
tive activity of SMEs so that they can address the barriers they face in this process, especially 
cost barriers and the presence of other priorities in the company. In particular, the situation 
highlights the need to focus efforts on smaller companies and to continue to promote inno-
vations other than in production methods as levers for SME competitiveness.

Source: Alkorta et al (2024). See the full report at: https://doi.org/10.18543/ECII3722

The main barriers 
to innovation for 
Basque SMEs are 
the existence of 
other priorities, 
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Table 1-1 also includes two entrepreneurship indicators. On the one hand, the rate of 
entrepreneurial activity, which measures the percentage of the population aged 18-64 
in the early stages of entrepreneurship, has improved in the last year, although it is be-
low that of Spain and Germany. Given that the rate of entrepreneurial activity is based 
on a survey of the population and includes very different types of entrepreneurship, it 
is interesting to note that a recent report on technology companies (El Referente, 2024) 
points out that the Basque Country is the fourth Spanish community (after Catalonia, 
Madrid and Valencia) in terms of the number of technology companies created since 
2010 and is above these territories if prorated by the number of inhabitants. On the 
other hand, the indicator of high-growth companies,5 which helps to assess whether 
the companies created are really capable of generating employment, is in decline, at 
levels similar to those of Spain, but above the average for the EU‑27 and Germany.

Entrepreneurship is closely linked to the entrepreneurial dynamism of a territory, 
and to explore this issue in more depth Graph 1‑1 shows the evolution of new and 
de-registered companies in the Basque Country between 2013 and 2022. After a 
downward trend in company registrations between 2014 and 2020 (with the excep-
tion of 2018, when the number of new companies increased considerably), the num-
ber of company registrations has increased in the last two years for which data is 
available. Given that the number of company de-registrations has remained higher 
than the number of registrations throughout the entire period analysed, with the ex-
ception of 2018, the territory shows a negative net balance of company start-ups. 
That is, as can be seen in the second part of the graph, which shows the evolution of 
the number of companies between 2013 and 2022 (base 2013 = 100), the total num-
ber of companies has fallen over the last decade. However, the evolution has been 
very uneven according to employment strata: while the number of smaller firms has 
fallen, the number of firms with 6 or more employees has increased over the period 
analysed. This development is also reflected in the increase in the average size of en-
terprises, which has risen from 5.34 employees in 2013 to 6.23 employees in 2022.

GRAPH 1‑1  Business dynamism (2013-2022)

a) New and de-registered companies b) Number of companies

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of Statistics on the creation and death of companies and the DIRAE of Eustat.

5	 Data refer to companies in sectors B-N (except K642). As the calculations take into account the growth 
rates of the last three years, they are still affected by the impact of the pandemic.

The average size of 
Basque companies 
has increased over 
the last decade
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The last block of indicators in Table 1-1 reflects the results of internationalisa‑
tion with indicators of foreign trade. International exports of goods fell in 2023 
in the Basque Country from 37.9 % of GDP to 35.8 %. This has been partly due to 
the fall in energy exports, but also in non-energy exports, which account for the 
largest volume of exports and which have fallen to a lesser extent than energy 
exports (from 34.6 % of GDP to 33.6 %) and also to a lesser extent than in other 
territories. Indeed, the trend of returning to the levels prior to the peak in post-
pandemic exports is also observed in Spain, Germany and the EU‑27, but the po-
sitioning of the Basque Country with respect to the EU‑27 average has improved 
considerably over the last few years and even in 2023. The ratio of the trade bal-
ance of goods to GDP showed an opposite evolution to that of exports in 2023, 
improving in the Basque Country, and to a lesser extent in the EU‑27, to return to 
close to pre-pandemic levels. This indicates that international imports of goods 
have fallen proportionally more than exports, both in energy and non-energy 
goods. In the case of energy, the surplus has increased and in the case of non-en-
ergy, the deficit has narrowed. Trade in goods and services has followed a similar 
pattern to trade in goods.

BOX 1‑2  Emerging International Niche Market Leaders

What Orkestra calls International Niche Market Leaders (INMLs) (see Kamp and Ruiz de Apo-
daca, 2023) are companies that lead international market niches and act in highly special-
ised demand spaces. These companies fall within the concept known as hidden champions 
(Simon, 1996; Simon, 2009; Venohr and Meyer, 2007). Hidden champions are one of the 
keys to understanding the progress of highly competitive economies of an innovative and 
open nature, with a high weight of industry in the economic structure, and with a large pro-
portion of their manufacturing companies operating in Business to Business markets.

These hidden champions play a crucial role in the economic and social strengthening of the 
Basque territory. On the one hand, they provide quality employment, are deeply rooted and 
contribute to the distribution of economic activities throughout the territory. On the oth-
er hand, they serve to open the way to foreign markets, make a strong effort in R&D&I and 
drive strategic sectors.

They employ 15,000 people 
and are in the top quartile 
of manufacturing firms in 

terms of productivity (gross 
value added per person 

employed)

They are mainly Basque-
owned companies 

(34% family-owned and 
24% cooperatives) and tend 

to work sustainably with 
local knowledge agents 

such as technology centers 
or vocational training 

centers.

More than 75% of hidden 
champions are located 

outside the main Basque 
cities.

They export 75 % of their 
sales and own stakes 
in 241 companies in 
39 countries outside 

 of Spain.

They devote 4% of their 
turnover to R&D&I, twice 

as much as the average of 
other similar companies.

More than 75 % develop 
their activity in sectors 
considered key for the 
Basque economy, with 

strong economic links with 
the rest of the productive 

fabric.

Despite the decline 
in exports in 2023, 
the positioning 
of the Basque 
Country with 
respect to the 
EU‑27 average 
has improved 
considerably

Hidden champions 
play a crucial role 
in the economic 
and social 
empowerment 
of the Basque 
territory
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As tangible examples of business success, hidden champions inspire other local companies 
to explore international markets and invest in innovation, thus fostering a more dynam-
ic and resilient business ecosystem. However, identifying hidden champions is complex, as 
many of the factors that characterise them are internal to the company or there is no ho-
mogenised data that is publicly available. Orkestra has identified four types of NMIs based 
on their compliance with the characteristics of hidden champions:

1. � Star INMLs: these are companies with an established international market position 
and which meet all the characteristics of a hidden champion.

2. � Threatened INMLs: these are INMLs that, despite their international leadership, are 
seeing their market position (volume - share) and/or the profitability of their activity 
threatened.

3. � Emerging INMLs: these are companies that have a growing international position-
ing in consolidated niche markets, both in terms of their foreign sales volume and 
the number of countries and continents in which they sell, although they have not 
achieved a sufficient international market share to enter the higher categories.

4. � Potential INMLs: these are start-ups or companies operating in unconsolidated mar-
kets with a high-growth star product and an international vocation.

A close-up knowledge of INMLs and the strategies behind their success is essential for 
strengthening the Basque business fabric. Recognising this need, the BBK Banking Founda-
tion and Orkestra have set up the Hidden Champions Observatory, which aims to count the 
number of INMLs (38 Basque companies uncovered to date); and to map new INMLs (more 
than thirty other potential INLSs have been identified and are being studied) in order to 
support them on their way to becoming Star INMLs.

Source: Own elaboration.

1.3	 Wellbeing

The economic competitiveness indicators analysed in the previous section provide a 
vision of the territory's capacity to generate wealth from its economic activities, but 
the ultimate results of a territory are reflected in the levels of wellbeing that it is ca-
pable of generating in its people. In this section, we first present the results in the 
seven dimensions of wellbeing contemplated in the framework (see Figure 1‑1), and 
then we delve deeper into the state of inclusion in some of these outcomes.

The BBK Banking 
Foundation and 
Orkestra have 
launched a Hidden 
Champions 
Observatory
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1.3.1	 Wellbeing outcomes

Table 1-2 presents the recent performance of the Basque Country in 22 wellbeing 
indicators, organised in 7 blocks. As in the previous section, the table characterises 
each indicator according to its own evolution and the comparison with the EU‑27, 
while Annex 2 tracks the long-term evolution of each indicator, both for the Basque 
Country and for reference territories.

TABLE 1-2  Performance of the Basque Country in wellbeing outcomes

Indicator Year Value
Develop‑

ments 
(last year)

Relative 
positioning EU‑27

Level Change

WELLBEING OUTCOMES

Satisfaction with life

Satisfaction with life (0-10) 2023 7.3 ← = --

Material life

Equivalent median annual household income (€) 2022 19 920 ← ↑ --

Share of people at risk of poverty or exclusion (AROPE) (%) 2023 15.5 → ↑↑ =

Ratio of S80/S20 quintiles by income 2023 5.0 = ↓↓ =

People who cannot afford to keep the dwelling at an adequate 
temperature (%) 2023 11.5 ←← ↓↓ --

Employment

Unemployment rate (% of population 15-74 years) 2023 7.6 →→ ↓↓ ++

Level of job satisfaction (0-10) 2023 7.4 → n/d n/d

Gender pay gap per hour worked (%) 2022 8.8 ←← n/d n/d

Social life

Satisfaction with the time available (0-10) 2022 6.9 = n/d n/d

Trust in people (0-10) 2023 6.3 → ↑↑ -

Property crime rate (per 100 000 inhabitants) 2022 895 ←← ↑↑ --

Learning

Upper secondary or tertiary education (% population 25-64 years) 2023 78.8 → ↓ +

Lifelong learning (% population 25-64 years) 2023 18.2 → ↑↑ --

PISA average scores in maths, reading and science 2021 476 ← = -

Health

Perceived health status (% of people in good or very good health) 2022 73.4 ← ↑↑ =

Life expectancy at birth (years) 2022 83.5 = ↑ -

Premature deaths due to air pollution (PM2.5)  
(per 100 000 inhabitants) 2021 31.3 ← ↑↑ ++

Environment

Greenhouse gas emissions (tonnes CO2 equivalent per capita) 2022 8.4 ←← ↓↓ --

Air pollution (annual average concentration of particulate matter 
PM2.5 in ug/m3) 2022 9.5 ←← ↑↑ --

Municipal waste recycling rate (%) 2022 47.4 → ↓ ++
Source: Own elaboration based on the graphs and sources included in Annex 2.

https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/753
https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/1069
https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/1067
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Life satisfaction, a subjective measure of the overall wellbeing of the population, 
has decreased slightly in the Basque Country in 2023, returning to pre-pandemic lev-
els after its rise during 2020. It is now at a level very similar to the EU‑27 average (and 
above Germany and Spain).

In the indicators of material life, the Basque Country is relatively well positioned, 
above the EU‑27 average in two of the four indicators. However, as we shall see be-
low, the evolution of the different indicators presents a mixed picture.

With respect to overall material living standards, the Basque Country (€19 920) con-
tinues to rank above the EU‑27 (€19 089) in the key indicator of median equivalised 
household income, but this indicator worsened slightly between 2020 and 2022. 
Moreover, the fact that this trend is occurring simultaneously with a robust upward 
trend in GDP per capita suggests that: (i) less of the benefits of economic growth are 
reaching households; (ii) the composition of households is changing; or (iii) a combi-
nation of both.

To further explore this important relationship between the economy’s capacity to 
generate income and the income received by the median household, Graph 1‑2 
shows the variation in the two variables for the Basque Country, Germany, Spain and 
the EU‑27 average over the last decade. It is interesting to note that in all four cases 
the variation in the two variables had been similar until the start of the pandemic 
in 2020, with the two lines in the graph very close to each other. But since the pan-
demic, which led to a sharp fall in GDP per capita in all territories at the same time as 
an increase in median household income, the two lines show a divergence. We can 
assume that this divergence in the pattern has been precipitated by the initial shock 
of the pandemic and by the policy adjustments put in place first to protect household 

GRAPH 1‑2  Change in GDP per capita and median equivalised household income (2013-2022)

Basque Country Spain

Germany EU‑27

Source: Own elaboration based on Eustat and Eurostat.

Life satisfaction 
in the Basque 
Country is similar 
to the EU‑27 
average (and above 
Germany and 
Spain)
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incomes during the pandemic and then to foster economic recovery. This divergence 
has been deeper in the Basque Country and Spain than in the EU‑27 as a whole or 
Germany, and the decline in median household income in the Basque Country in 
2021 and 2022 implies that the gap has not yet began to narrow, as it has in the 
other territories.

The other three indicators of material life reflect, in different ways, the inclusion of 
the population in the economic fruits of the territory. The S80/S20 quintile ratio is a 
measure of existing economic inequality, comparing the income of the 20 % of the 
population with the highest income with the income of the 20 % of the population 
with the lowest income. In the Basque Country, the highest quintile has 5 times more 
income than the lowest quintile, and this ratio has remained very stable over the last 
decade. This ratio is now slightly above the EU‑27 average (4.7) and Germany (4.4), 
whose ratios have fallen over the last 2 years, and slightly below Spain (5.5), whose 
ratio is also declining. Moreover, as shown in Box 1‑3, a recent study by Orkestra in 
collaboration with Kooperatiben Kontseilua has found a relationship between this in-
equality indicator and the presence of cooperative enterprises in the different coun-
ties of the Basque Country.

Despite the decline in median household income and a stable level of inequality, it 
is positive that the proportion of people at risk of poverty or exclusion in the Basque 
Country continued its downward trend in 2023, after its rise during the pandemic. 
At 15.5 %, it is significantly lower than the average for the EU‑27 (21.4 %), Germany 
(21.3 %) and Spain (26.5 %). However, the proportion of people who cannot afford to 
keep their homes at an adequate temperature rose in 2023 to stand slightly above 
the European average, although well below Spain.

BOX 1‑3  Contribution of cooperatives to wellbeing in the counties 
of the Basque Country

The United Nations General Assembly in its session A/78/187 of 17th July 2023 recognised 
that, because of their values and principles, cooperative enterprises are directly relevant to 
sustainable development. The report also states that cooperatives have proven to be able to 
promote the economic and social development of all people, including women, youth, older 
persons, persons with disabilities and Indigenous Peoples. It also concludes that they con-
tribute to social inclusion and the eradication of poverty and hunger, and that they promote 
sustainable development in its three dimensions: social development, economic develop-
ment and environmental protection.

According to data provided by Eustat, employment in cooperatives in the Basque Country 
stood at 55 268 people in 2023, distributed among 1 848 companies. In some counties, the 
percentage of cooperative employment represents more than 10 % of total employment, as is 
the notable case of Debagoiena (41.7 %) or the cases of Bizkaia Kosta (11.8 %) or Goierri-To-
losaldea (11.2 %).

In the project currently being carried out by Orkestra in cooperation with Kooperatiben 
Kontseilua, an attempt has been made to verify the relationship between the presence of 
cooperatives in the counties of the Basque Country and inequality indicators such as the 
population at risk of poverty or social exclusion, the gender pay gap, the median equivalent 
annual income or the S80/S20 ratio between the per capita income of the 20 % of the popu-
lation with the highest income and that of the 20 % with the lowest income.
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over the last 
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In the following table, the counties of the Basque Country are presented in rows in decreas-
ing order according to their percentage of cooperative employment, alongside the aforemen-
tioned indicators. The relative position of each county in the quartile associated with each 
equality indicator is established by colour as follows: green for the first quartile, yellow for 
the second quartile, salmon for the third quartile and dark orange for the fourth quartile. It 
should be noted that the organisation of the indicators into quartiles does not reflect abso-
lute positions of the equality indicator but relative positions among all the counties.

Relationship between the percentage of cooperative employment and equality indicators by 
counties

County

People 
at risk of 

poverty or 
exclusion (%)

Wage gap (%)

Equivalent 
median 
annual 

income (€)

S80/S20 
(ratio)

Employment 
in 

cooperatives 
/ total (%)

Debagoiena 11.80 16.0 22 710 3.6 41.7

Bizkaia Kosta 19.66 12.8 21 381 3.3 11.8

Goierri-Tolosaldea 15.68 18.1 20 087 3.8 11.2

Durangaldea 16.52 21.4 17 750 3.3 9.2

Debabarrena 22.07 17.8 20 556 3.9 5.4

Donostialdea 17.90 14.6 20 500 4.1 4.7

Aiara 10.61 23.1 22 800 3.6 4.5

Gasteiz 19.78 8.9 19 457 3.9 3.2

Ezkerraldea 20.58 21.7 18 673 3.7 3.1

Bilbo 23.99 10.4 19 646 4.7 3.0

Eskuinaldea 20.75 20.5 22 467 4.8 2.9

Araba hegoaldea 19.78 16.8 18 140 3.5 0.1

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Poverty and Social Inequalities Survey (EPDS) of the Basque 
Government (Dept. of Equality, Justice and Social Policies) and Eustat.

The reality of a county is complex and subject to different past and present circumstances 
that can affect its current socio-economic reality, and the presence of cooperatives is just one 
of them. However, the following realities can be observed from the analysis of the data:

·	 The three counties with the highest cooperative employment present a more balanced 
situation in the variables analysed than the rest of the counties and none of them pre-
sent indicators located in the fourth quartile. The case of Debagoiena (41.7 % coopera-
tive employment) is in the first quartile of two of the variables analysed and in the sec-
ond quartile of the two remaining indicators.

·	 The variable where the percentage of co-operative employment in the county has the 
greatest impact is on the ratio (S80/S20). None of the 5 counties with the highest coop-
erative employment is in the fourth quartile of this equality indicator.

·	 Moreover, according to other analyses of the project, a correlation can also be found be-
tween the percentage of cooperative employment in the counties and other variables 
that contribute to equality, such as the registered unemployment rate or the percentage 
of industrial employment.

In the absence of more detailed analysis on the relationship between cooperatives and equal-
ity, the evidence presented suggests a correlation between cooperative employment rates and 
various equality indicators as mentioned in the UN report. The UN report encourages gov-
ernments to review existing legislation and regulations to make the national legal and regu-
latory environment more conducive to the creation and growth of cooperatives.

Source: Own elaboration.

The three counties 
with the highest 
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equality indicators
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The evolution of employment indicators has seen improvements in the degree of 
job satisfaction (which stands at 7.4 out of 10) and in the unemployment rate (7.6 %). 
While the latter is still above the EU‑27 average (6.1 %), the gap is narrowing year af-
ter year. However, the gender pay gap per hour worked, after a steady decline since 
2017, increased last year, standing at 8.8 %, up from 7.3 % the previous year. This is 
because the hourly wage per hour worked increased more for men than for women. 
This is an issue to which we will return in chapter 3.

The social life indicators present a mixed picture. People’s satisfaction with their free 
time is stable (6.9 out of 10) following increases over the last decade (although there 
is no recent comparison with other territories). Trust in people has increased from 
6.1 out of 10 in 2022 to 6.3 in 2023, recovering some of the decline experienced dur-
ing the pandemic. But property crime per 100 000 inhabitants reached 895 in the 
Basque Country in 2022, an increase of 31 % over the previous year, although the 
level of crime remains significantly below the EU‑27 average and only slightly above 
Spain.

We use three indicators to measure the results of the learning dimension of well-
being, which is important because the need to learn is a fundamental human 
characteristic. On the one hand, the proportion of the population aged 25-64 
with upper secondary or tertiary education continues its upward trajectory in the 
Basque Country and at 78.8 % has almost reached the European average (79.8 %). 
On the other hand, with 18.2 % of the population aged 25-64 having participated 
in training or apprenticeship activities in 2023, the Basque Country maintains its 
leadership in lifelong learning, standing well above the 12.8 % European average. 
Finally, new results from the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), which have been published since the previous Competitiveness Report, 
show a worrying decline in the average score in mathematics, reading and sci-
ence, which, moreover, is greater than the decline experienced in the EU‑27 aver-
age.

Health is a dimension of wellbeing in which the Basque Country has traditionally 
performed well. Despite a decline in the proportion of the population who perceive 
their state of health as good or very good (from 74.8 % to 73.4 %) and a slight in-
crease in premature deaths due to particle pollution (from 30.9 per 100 000 inhabit-
ants to 31.3), the Basque Country maintains its leadership with respect to the EU‑27 
average (and with Germany) in these two indicators and in life expectancy (83.5 
years).

The last block of wellbeing outcomes relates to the environment, because of 
its impact on people’s health and quality of life, both now and for future genera-
tions. Both greenhouse gas and air pollutant emissions increased in 2022. Part of 
this increase is due to the fall in renewable energy production (see the analysis 
of natural capital leverage below) and the increase in gas demand. In the case of 
greenhouse gases, the 5 % increase has opened a negative gap with the EU‑27 av-
erage, whose emissions fell by 1.3 %, and puts the Basque Country even further 
away from reaching the reduction levels that would be necessary to tackle climate 
change. However, with an increase that places the urban waste recycling rate at 
47.4 % in 2022, the Basque Country has almost closed the negative gap with the 
EU‑27 average in this indicator, although it remains a long way behind Germany 
(69.1 %).

After a steady 
decline since 2017, 
the gender pay gap 
per hour worked 
increased in the 
last year to 8.8 %
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1.3.2.	 Inclusion in wellbeing outcomes

In this section we take a closer look at the inclusion of people with different levels of 
income and education in some of the dimensions of wellbeing discussed above, fo-
cusing on those indicators where the greatest differences are apparent when com-
paring the mean values for each group. Subsequently, in Chapter 3 we look in more 
detail at inclusion specifically by age, gender and place of origin.6

With regard to material life, in the previous section we have seen that the propor-
tion of people at risk of poverty or exclusion in the Basque Country stands at 15.5 %, 
significantly below the EU‑27 average, having fallen in recent years after its increase 
during the pandemic. On the other hand, Eustat’s Poverty and Social Needs Survey 
reveals that the overall Basque population with low income or relative poverty was 
16.5 % in 2022 and the group at risk of basic needs poverty7 was 4.9 %, a figure that 
has also fallen since 2020. These figures suggest that the level of inclusion in material 
life in the Basque Country is good and continues to rise.

However, there are nuances to this general picture. On the one hand, and perhaps 
related to the high levels of inflation in recent years, the evolution of specific dep-
rivation indicators in the income and maintenance dimension — “Does not cur-
rently cover basic expenses” (3.2 %), “Unpaid or late payments (rents, credits, mort-
gages, bills)” and “Other problems associated with subsistence-Cold at home in the 
last winter” — have worsened in 2022 with respect to 2020. On the other hand, the 
percentage of Basque households reporting difficulties in making ends meet bro-
ken down by level of income, highlights the differences in the ability to have a ba-
sic material standard of living (see Graph 1‑3). While the overall percentage (11.8 %) 
in 2023 is similar to the previous two years of the survey (2013 and 2018), there is

GRAPH 1‑3  Evolution of households having difficulty making ends meet (% of total households, 2013, 2018 and 2023) 
and by income quintile (% of quintile households, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of the Osagin Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of Health.

6	 Although we do not explicitly address gender inclusion in this section, the gender disaggregation of 
some of the indicators is included in Annex 3. 

7	 This refers to a situation of insufficient financial resources to cover, in the short term, basic needs, par-
ticularly those related to food, housing, clothing and footwear. Households are at risk of severe poverty 
if, in a given reference period, their income is below the thresholds indicated for meeting these basic 
needs according to the size of the household and the age of the reference person in the household.

Overall, the level 
of inclusion in 
material life is 
positive and rising
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a large variation by income level. 29.4 % of households in the lowest income quin-
tile struggle to make ends meet, compared to 3.8 % of households with higher in-
comes.

Another important dimension of inclusion in material life is access to housing, and 
the figures show that in 2023 the lack of affordable housing supply in the Basque 
Country is a key barrier for people of different levels of education and economic ac-
tivity (see Table 1-3). The lack of inclusion in the housing market is evident when we 
see that 73.7 % of people aged between 18 and 44 who require access to their first 
home have incomes of their own (either insufficient/unstable or sufficient). Their 
circumstances are partly linked to their employment situation, although it should 
be noted that almost half (48.1 %) of those who require access to their first home 
and have insufficient income are in permanent employment. It can also be ob-
served that among those in housing need, there is a high percentage of university 
students.

TABLE 1-3  Distribution of 18-44 year-olds requiring access to a first home by level of 
education and economic activity (2023)
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No income 26.3 13.8 25.2 32.5 28.5 0 0 0 43.4 56.6

With 
insufficient / 
unstable 
income

59.0 11.9 31.4 12.7 44 4.4 48.1 41.6 3.3 2.6

With 
sufficient 
income

14.7 4.8 30.6 14.1 50.5 14.3 66.8 18.8 0 0

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat survey on housing needs and conditions.

Employment is another dimension of wellbeing where relevant data disaggregated 
by income level and educational attainment are available to facilitate the analysis of 
inclusion in different aspects. As can be seen in Graph 1‑4, there is a clear relation-
ship between income level and job dissatisfaction, as the frequency of feeling dis-
satisfied increases with decreasing income. The dissatisfaction gap between the ex-
treme income groups stands at 9 percentage points in 2023. On the other hand, 
there is no clear relationship between job dissatisfaction and educational attainment, 
and it is people with upper secondary education who are less satisfied with their 
jobs.
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with lower incomes
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GRAPH 1‑4  Job dissatisfaction by income level and educational attainment (% of group, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Osagin Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of Health.

Finally, with respect to the health dimension of wellbeing, Graph 1‑5 shows that 
the average values of self-perceived health-related quality of life generally in-
crease as income increases, with a difference of five percentage points between 
the highest and lowest income brackets. Moreover, the prevalence of symptoms 
of anxiety and depression, a measure of mental health, shows an inverse rela-
tionship with income level, consistent with health-related quality of life outcomes. 
The implication is that inclusion in health outcomes is conditional on income, with 
people in the lower-middle segment of the income distribution perceiving poorer 
health. The relationship with respect to educational attainment is similar in the 
sense that it is people with lower educational attainment (primary and lower sec-
ondary) who have poorer mental health and poorer perceptions of their health-re-
lated quality of life.

GRAPH 1‑5  Self-perception of health by income level and educational attainment (% of each group, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Osagin Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of Health.

1.4	 Dynamic levers for competitiveness and wellbeing

After analysing the most recent competitiveness and wellbeing results in the Basque 
Country – the central part of the framework illustrated in Figure 1‑1 – in this section 
we analyse the key indicators in each of the six dynamic levers where the policies 
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poorer health



20

2024 Basque Country competitiveness report: I nclusion: driver of competitiveness and wellbeing

and strategies of firms, governments and other territorial actors can have an impact 
(the right-hand side of the framework). As in previous sections, the indicator data are 
presented in Table 1-4 and the evolution graphs in Annex 4.

TABLE 1-4  Performance of the Basque Country in competitiveness levers

Indicator Year Value Evolution 
(last year)

Relative 
positioning EU‑27

Level Change

COMPETITIVENESS LEVERS
Natural capital

Energy intensity (tonnes of oil equivalent/M€) 2022 85.8 → ↑↑ --
Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption (%) 2022 18.2 ←← ↓↓ --
Environmental tax revenue (% GDP) 2021 1.75 → ↓↓ ++
Employment in the environmental goods and services sector (% total 
employment) 2021 2.06 → ↑↑ --

Gross value added in the environmental goods and services sector 
(% GDP) 2021 1.95 ← ↑↑ --

Physical capital

Gross capital formation (% GDP) 2023 24.3 ← ↑↑ --
Physical capital stock (times GDP) 2023 3.2 ← ↑↑ --
Gross capital formation in capital goods  
(% total gross capital formation) 2023 40.1 → ↑↑ +

Funding
Equity to assets (median, %) 2023 49.0 → n/d n/d

Stock of inward foreign direct investment (FDI) (% GDP) 2022 26.6 ←← ↓↓ --
Stock of outward foreign direct investment (FDI) (% GDP) 2022 95.1 →→ ↑↑ ++
Knowledge

Total R&D expenditure (% GDP) 2022 2.08 ← ↓↓ -
EPO scientific patents per million inhabitants (three-year average) 2022 49.6 ←← ↓↓ ++
WOS scientific publications per million inhabitants (three-year average) 2022 3 814 ← ↑↑ =
Percentage of EPO patents in environmental technologies  
(% total patents) 2021 18.7 → ↑↑ ++

Human capital

Medical personnel (per 100k inhabitants) 2021 560 = ↑↑ -
Population aged 25-34 with upper secondary or tertiary education 
(ISCED 3-8) (%) 2023 87.7 → ↑ ++

Population aged 25-34 with tertiary education (ISCED 5-8) (%) 2023 67.6 →→ ↑↑ +
Employment rate (% population 15-64 years) 2023 69.9 → = +
Percentage of employed people with ICT skills (%) 2023 5.3 → ↑↑ =
Percentage of ICT graduates (%) 2022 4.8 →→ ↑↑ -
Social capital
Quality of Governance Index 2024 0.05 ←← ↑ n/d

SMEs cooperating in R&D (% CORE est.) 2022 23.4 → ↑↑ ++
Publications with industry cooperation (three-year average)  
(% publications) 2022 2.44 → ↓↓ ++

Source: Own elaboration based on the graphs and sources included in Annex 4.

https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/961
https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/866
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The first lever is natural capital, which is important because the competitiveness 
of a territory and its companies can be improved through greater efficiency and 
productivity in the use of materials, energy and other resources, a smaller environ-
mental footprint, and innovation towards greener products and services and na-
ture-based solutions.8 Here we consider indicators related to energy, environmental 
taxation and the weight of the environmental goods and services sector.

Energy indicators show that the Basque Country continues to improve its energy in-
tensity (ratio of gross domestic energy consumption to GDP), where it has a consol-
idated advantage over the EU‑27 average (and also Germany and Spain), although 
the gap with Germany is gradually narrowing year by year. On the other hand, the 
share of renewable energies in gross final energy consumption declined in the 
Basque Country, from 20.2 % in 2021 to 18.2 % in 2022, while this share in other 
territories continued to increase. Such a decline in one year is relatively common 
given that both renewable production and energy consumption are variable.9 How-
ever, it is noteworthy that the Basque Country lags behind the EU‑27 average on 
this indicator with a gap that has not diminished over the last decade (see Annex 
4). Furthermore, the way in which the energy transition is carried out has an impact 
on elements of inclusion in the wellbeing outcomes analysed in the previous sec-
tion (see Box 1‑4).

The ratio of environmental tax revenue to GDP increased in the Basque Country in 
2021, recovering the fall of 2020 and standing at 1.75 %, a level very similar to that 
of Germany and Spain. However, it is still significantly below the EU‑27 average 
(2.24 %).

Finally, the indicators reflecting the weight of the environmental goods and services 
sector in the economy show a good positioning with respect to the EU‑27 average,10 
but a stagnation in terms of growth in recent years after the strong growth experi-
enced until 2019. The Basque Country’s Environmental Cluster Management Organi-
sation, Aclima, has 124 associated entities (94 private companies, 18 public entities, 6 
technology centres, 4 universities and 2 international associations) that generate em-
ployment for 7 856 professionals, and had a turnover of 2 101 million euros in 2021 
(5 % of Basque GDP).11

8	 The Competitiveness Report 2023 provided a detailed analysis of the relationship between competitive-
ness and environmental sustainability in the Basque Country (Orkestra, 2023).

9	 In fact, in 2022 renewable production at national level fell by 4 % according to data from Red Eléctrica, 
mainly due to the decrease in hydroelectric production and despite reaching maximums in wind and 
solar photovoltaic. As a result, and despite a slight reduction in final energy consumption, the Basque 
Country saw a reduction in this ratio, given that a significant part of its energy consumption in gen-
eral, but electricity in particular, comes from the rest of Spain (see https://www.sistemaelectrico-ree.
es/2022/informe-del-sistema-electrico/generacion/generacion-de-energia-electrica/generacion-renova-
ble-de-energia-electrica). 

10	 It is important to bear in mind that these data are not fully comparable, as the Basque Country includes 
some additional elements, which, as they are not compulsory, are not included in the data for the 
EU‑27, Germany and Spain.

11	 Aclima (2024), retrieved from https://aclima.eus/somos/. The partners, generally small in size, are or-
ganised around six major cross-cutting value chains that are interlinked with the rest of the economy: 
(i) waste (minimisation, reuse, recycling, management and recovery); (ii) contaminated land (research 
and remediation); (iii) integrated water cycle; (iv) air and climate change; (v) ecosystems; and (vi) eco-ef-
ficient production and eco-design.
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BOX 1‑4  Just energy transition

The energy transition towards environmental sustainability goes beyond technological 
change and resource availability. It implies important social and behavioural transforma-
tions in a context where all actors in the system, especially consumers, must be involved.

The transition should drive the empowerment of consumers and the adoption of an active 
role as opposed to their traditional role as passive consumers. The transition will facilitate 
households’ access to self-consumption solutions and energy communities, to flexible ser-
vices through smart charging of electric vehicles and demand response with the use of smart 
meters and smart appliances. Energy communities contribute to social equity and energy 
justice, where community benefits are maximised and community participation is increased, 
recognising marginalised or vulnerable groups (Caramizaru and Uihlein, 2020).

The Basque Country is the main pole of development of energy communities in Spain, with 
31 % of the total (118 of the 386 that were active in 2023), and around three times more than 
the next three autonomous communities with the highest number of active energy commu-
nities (Catalonia, 43; Valencia, 40; and Navarra, 36) (Valero et al., 2021).

However, not all groups can participate in the benefits of the energy transition and renewa-
bles. Knowledge of technological and social innovations, skills development training, par-
ticipation in decision-making and control over available resources are necessary. However, 
unequal access to resources can lead to exclusion from the transition, especially for groups 
living in energy poverty (DellaValle and Czako, 2022).

One of the determinants of energy poverty is high energy prices.12 The deployment of renew-
able energy sources is expected to lead to lower electricity prices on the wholesale market, 
which could help to alleviate energy poverty if lower generation costs are passed on to the 
final consumer. However, this decrease is not guaranteed, as electricity bills do not only de-
pend on generation costs.

Improvements in household energy efficiency are also expected from the electrification of 
heating (heat pumps) and transport (electric vehicles), as well as changes in people’s behav-
iour (car sharing). Zhao et al. (2022) conclude that in Europe an increase in renewable energy 
consumption and improved energy efficiency will lead to a decrease in energy poverty.

Decarbonisation through renewables requires new investments in generation technologies, 
smart grids, and others, for which, in addition to financing, professionals are needed in ar-
eas such as digitalisation, equipment manufacturing, installers, etc., activities with relatively 
high salary levels.

This investment will lead to a reduction in greenhouse gas and particulate pollutant emis-
sions, generating benefits around climate change mitigation, improved air quality and con-
sequently lower premature deaths and health costs related to air pollution-related condi-
tions. In the EU, it is estimated that emission reductions will prevent 58 000 premature 
deaths and generate savings of between 40 and 140 billion of euros in health costs from the 
impact of poor air quality (European Council, 2020; Deloitte et al., 2021).

Renewable projects that also involve community participation will generate employment 
and promote local economic development, favour access to energy, foster territorial and so-
cial cohesion, and increase the attractiveness of counties and provinces, while reducing ine-
quality in the territory.

12 

12	 See: https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/markets-and-consumers/energy-consumer-rights/energy-po-
verty_en 
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Just energy transition for inclusive wellbeing

Just energy transition
"Model of social 

and energy 
change linked 

to climate 
change that 
takes into 

account the 
equitable 

redistribution 
of the costs and 
burdens arising 

from climate 
change, taking 
into account 

the levels and 
quality of 

employment" 
(LVTECC).

Consumer empowerment

Self-consumption 
solutions

Energy communities

Flexibility services -
demand response

Inclusive welfare
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efficiency 

improvements

New opportunities 
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knowledge 
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development

Improving air quality 
and people's health

Contribution to 
energy poverty 

alleviation

Note: LVTECC - Law 1/2024, of 8th February, on Energy Transition and Climate Change.

Source: Own elaboration.

For the physical capital lever we include indicators of gross capital formation and 
capital stock. The Basque Country is well positioned with respect to the EU‑27 aver-
age and Germany in both areas. However, both gross capital formation over GDP 
and the stock of physical capital fell slightly in 2023 and the latter did so to a greater 
extent than in the EU‑27 and Germany, where, in fact, it increased slightly last year. 
Within gross capital formation, what did increase was the proportion allocated to 
capital goods, standing at 40.1 % and widening the gap with respect to the other ter-
ritories (30.6 % in Germany and 29.5 % in the EU‑27).

In terms of finance, it is worth highlighting the positive evolution of the equity-to-
assets ratio, a structural indicator that refers to the funds that shareholders have 
invested in companies, which has been improving and now stands at 49 %. On the 
other hand, the economy’s investment position abroad has been maintained. Out-
ward foreign direct investment (FDI) stock (95 % of GDP) is clearly higher than that of 
economies such as Spain or even Germany and is associated with the high degree of 
internationalisation of Basque companies. However, the inward FDI stock, already 
structurally low, fell slightly in the last year, in contrast to what happened in other 
territories. These data corroborate Kamp et al (2024), who found that the amount of 
inward FDI is structurally lower than the amount of FDI that Basque companies un-
dertake abroad over time; also, the vast majority of inward investment is for acquisi-
tions of existing business projects.

Inward FDI is 
structurally lower 
than the amount 
of FDI that Basque 
companies 
undertake abroad
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BOX 1‑5  Business groups in the Basque Country:
A dynamic overview

The evolution of business groups reflects the corporate structure of an economy as well as 
the capital investment flows it makes abroad (outward FDI) or receives (inward FDI). Re-
search carried out by Orkestra and Deusto Business School, with the support of the Basque Fi-
nance Institute, has identified 11 265 companies in the Basque Country (out of a total of 
24 618 companies analysed) that belong to 4 230 business groups, 3.4 % more than in 2023 
(Garmendia-Lazcano et al., 2023). Among the business groups identified, the presence of for-
eign groups is a minority, as 76 % have a Basque parent company, compared to 13 % with a 
Spanish parent company from outside the Basque Country and 11 % with a foreign parent 
company.

The novel dynamic analysis based on the work of Garmendia-Lazcano et al. (2023) indicates 
that there is a slight increase in firms belonging to foreign business groups, which may be 
indicative of a structural change in the composition of the economy:

Basque companies affiliated to groups 2023 2024

Basque parent company 8 371 77 % 8 591 76 %

Non-Basque Spanish parent company 1 385 13 % 1 466 13 %

Foreign parent company 1 142 10 % 1 208 11 %

10 898 100 % 11 265 100 %

Other trends observed in the composition of business groups include:

·	 Evolution in the type of shareholder: The presence of companies (+0.5 percentage 
points) and venture capital (+0.1 percentage points) has increased among the share-
holders of Basque companies, while the participation of private shareholders, who are 
the main type of shareholder with a weight of 66.4 %, has decreased by 0.6 percentage 
points. Full control is preferred by all types of shareholders, except private equity, which 
tends to opt for a minority type of control (<50 %).

·	 Sectoral diversification and internationalisation: One of the most outstanding fea-
tures is the capacity of Basque business groups to diversify their activities and expand 
beyond the regional sphere. 48 % of Basque subsidiaries do not belong to the same sec-
tor of activity as their parent company. This effect is particularly intense in the industri-
al sector, where we observe a diversification of industrial activity to other activities, espe-
cially those linked to services (the industrial parent companies have 217 subsidiaries in 
service activities). Moreover, 26.2 % of the groups with a parent company in the Basque 
Country have a subsidiary abroad.

·	 A region connected with other territories: There is a greater presence of Basque busi-
ness groups abroad than of foreign groups in the Basque Country (a particularly favour-
able difference with America and Asia-Oceania). The main 20 countries where Basque 
business groups are present are in Europe (456 groups with 774 subsidiaries), North 
America (251 groups with 826 subsidiaries), South America (182 groups with 372 sub-
sidiaries), and Asia-Oceania (111 groups with 224 subsidiaries). In contrast, an analy-
sis of the origin of foreign business groups reveals a significant presence of groups from 
Europe (429 groups with 830 subsidiaries), a notably smaller presence of groups from 
North America (116 groups with 249 subsidiaries) and a token presence of groups from 
Asia-Oceania (21 groups with 34 subsidiaries).

Source: Own elaboration based on Garmendia-Lazcano et al. (2023) and SABI - Informa.
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The indicators for the knowledge lever, as in previous years, are mixed. On the 
one hand, after peaking (2.11 %) in 2021, total R&D expenditure as a percentage 
of GDP fell slightly to 2.08 % in 2022 (while R&D expenditure rose substantially, 
GDP rose even more). It remains just below the EU‑27 average (2.24 %) and well 
below our benchmark regions Upper Austria (3.51 %) and Baden-Württemberg 
(5.59 %).

The level of patents per million inhabitants in the Basque Country continues to be 
lower than in the EU‑27, and even lower than in the other benchmark territories. 
However, the decline identified for this indicator in all territories in 2022 is due the 
data not yet being complete, and the decline shown in the Basque Country is so far 
relatively lower than in the EU‑27. Something similar happens with the indicator of 
scientific publications per million inhabitants, which shows a decline in all territories, 
and less so in the Basque Country, which maintains its position well above the EU‑27 
average and the other territories considered.

The evolution of the percentage of patents in environmental technologies is also pos-
itive, especially relevant given the importance of innovation in this field for the tran-
sition towards environmentally sustainable competitiveness (Orkestra, 2023). It in-
creased to 18.7 % in 2022, and is well above the EU‑27 average, which has fallen to 
12.8 %.

Along with green transition, digital transition affects all sectors of the economy and 
society, and knowledge related to digitalisation is particularly critical for the competi-
tiveness of companies and the wellbeing of people. To delve deeper into the situa-
tion of the Basque Country in this specific knowledge dimension, Box 1‑6 provides 
the main results and key messages of a recent Orkestra Report on the Basque Coun-
try’s digital economy and society (Franco et al., 2024).

BOX 1‑6  The digitalisation of the Basque economy and society

In December 2022 the European Parliament and the European Council took the decision 
to declare this decade a Digital Decade to highlight the importance of this dimension and 
to broaden the European policy approach to digital transformation. As a consequence, the 
DESI (Digital Economy and Society Index) has assumed greater importance in monitoring 
digitisation in Europe, with the first edition of the annual State of the Digital Decade report 
published in September 2023 (European Commission, 2023b). This report compares the 
performance of member states in a dashboard structured in 4 dimensions: (i) digital skills; (ii) 
digital infrastructures; (iii) digital transformation of enterprises; and (iv) digitisation of pub-
lic services. The report by Franco et al (2024) applies this dashboard to the Basque Country, 
with the following results.
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Indicator
Value 
(latest 
year)

Position
Position 

with respect 
to EU-27 
average

Ranking

1 Digital competencies
1a1 Internet users    7
1a2 Digital skills, at least at basic level -- --  12
1a3 Digital skills, above basic level -- --  6
1a4 Digital content creation skills, at least basic level -- --  12
1a5 Companies providing ICT training    14
1a6 Women with digital skills, at least basic level -- --  6
1b1 ICT specialists    9
1b2 ICT graduates    18
1b3 Women ICT specialists    4
2 Digital infrastructures
2a1 Fixed broadband deployment of at least 100 Mbps    2
2a2 Fixed broadband deployment of at least 1 Gbps    6
2a3 Very high-capacity fixed network coverage (VHCN)    3
2a4 Fiber-to-the-premises coverage (FTTP)    2
2b1 Mobile broadband deployment    1
2b2 5G coverage    13
2b3 5G spectrum    7
3 Digital transformation of enterprises
3a1 SMEs with at least a basic level of digital intensity    5
3b1 Electronic information exchange    1
3b2 Social networks    3
3b3 Big data    6
3b4 Cloud -- --  10
3b5 Artificial intelligence -- --  15
3b6 Electronic invoicing    8
3c1 SMEs making online sales    20
3c2 Online commerce turnover    23
3c3 Cross-border online sales    18
4 Digitalisation of public services
4a1 E-government users    12
4a2* Difficulty in using a government website -- -- 
4b1 Access to electronic health records -- --  3

EU Ranking 
Position 1 to 5 6 to 11 12 to 17 18 to 23 24 to 28

Colour

Notes: The first column shows the change in values from the first to the last available year, with a green arrow 
if the change has been positive and a red arrow if it has been negative. In the second column, the orientation of 
the arrow indicates the variation in position in the European ranking: the green arrow, pointing upwards, means 
that it has improved more than three positions; the yellow arrow, slightly inclined upwards, that it has improved 
between 1 and 3 positions; the horizontal yellow arrow, that it has remained the same; the yellow arrow, slightly 
inclined downwards, that it has fallen between 1 and 3 positions; and the red arrow, that it has fallen more than 
three positions. The third column shows the position of the Basque Country in relation to the European average, 
with the Basque Country above the European average if it has a green arrow and below if the arrow is red. The 
ranking position column has been configured by grouping the positions according to the colour scale, with green 
indicating a high position and red indicating a low position.

The first two columns reflect dynamism: changes in the level of each indicator in the Basque 
Country and the changes in its positioning with respect to other countries. The Basque 
Country has improved its value in all indicators, something that reflects the status quo of 
continued progress in the digitalisation of our economy and society. However, the upward 
trend in indicators is generalised in all territories, and the second column shows a diverse 
scenario in terms of the relative evolution of the Basque Country with respect to other terri-
tories.

The final two columns show the current positioning of the Basque Country in each indica-
tor: its position relative to the European average and in the ranking of the 28 territories an-
alysed. In general, the picture is very positive, with the Basque Country above the European 
average in 24 of the 29 indicators, in one of the top five positions in 9 of them, and between 
positions 6 and 11 in another 8.
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in the DESI index
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Within this overall picture, the following messages can be highlighted:

·	Digital skills: The Basque Country has clear strengths in digital skills but is not 
a leader in Europe (except in the indicator for women ICT specialists). One area 
that stands out, especially for the future, is the number of ICT graduates, where 
the Basque Country has lost positions in the ranking and is far behind the leading 
countries.

·	 Digital infrastructures: The Basque Country is clearly among the leaders in Europe, 
occupying the top 7 positions in all indicators (except for 5G coverage).

·	 Digital transformation of companies: The picture is very diverse. While companies in 
the Basque Country are well positioned in the fundamentals of digitalisation, their po-
sitioning is lower in more advanced elements such as the use of big data, the cloud, elec-
tronic invoicing and, especially, artificial intelligence.

·	 Digitalisation of public services: This dimension lacks several of the indicators in-
cluded in the European DESI, due to the difficulties of having indicators compatible 
with those of the e-Government Benchmark. Of the three indicators included, the Basque 
Country leads in access to electronic health records and shows an average position, with 
improvements, in the number of people using e-government. However, it is at the bot-
tom with respect to the indicator reflecting the difficulty of using public administra-
tions’ websites.13

The analysis suggests the need to continue the efforts of recent years in the dimensions of 
digital skills, infrastructure and digitisation of public services. However, with regard to dig-
ital skills, the low rates of ICT graduates and relatively low rates of ICT specialists indicate 
that additional efforts need to be made, especially given their likely interrelation with some 
of the more sophisticated areas of digital transformation of companies, in which the Basque 
Country lags behind other territories (the use of big data, the cloud, e-invoicing and, espe-
cially, artificial intelligence).

Source: Franco et al. (2024). See the full report at: https://doi.org/10.18543/DVOC9093.

 13 

The human capital indicators show a very positive performance. The indicator of 
medical staff per 100 000 inhabitants, which broadly reflects the capacity of a terri-
tory to maintain its human capital in good condition, is the only indicator that has 
not improved in the last year, remaining stable at 560, 40 % above the EU‑27 aver-
age (397). On the other hand, the employment rate, which captures the intensity with 
which a territory takes advantage of the available human capital, has improved in 
2023 more than the EU‑27 average, closing the gap that previously existed to place it 
on a par (70 %).

The two indicators capturing the overall skills of the younger population (the per-
centage of the population aged 25-34 by educational attainment) have maintained 
the improving trend of recent years. The population with tertiary education (ISCED 
5-8) reached 67.6 % in 2023, well above the average of the EU‑27 (43.1 %) and of 
Germany, Spain, Upper Austria and Baden-Württemberg. On the other hand, the 

13	 It is important to recognise the limitations of this indicator, given that data is only available for one 
year, by mixing websites of different levels of public administration, and not considering that the vol-
ume of users accessing public administration websites varies from place to place. 
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population with upper secondary and tertiary education (ISCED 3-8) — an area in 
which the Basque Country has been weaker in the past — has grown substantially 
in 2023. With a level of 87.7 % it is above the EU‑27 average (85.5 %) for the first 
time since 2013.

We also analysed two indicators that reflect specific skills in the digital sphere, 
which are increasingly important due to the fundamental role played by digitalisa-
tion in all sectors of the economy. Both the percentage of employed people with 
ICT skills and the percentage of ICT graduates have increased in recent years, plac-
ing the Basque Country well above the European average in both. However, the 
positive gap with the EU‑27 is narrowing in the percentage of ICT graduates, and 
the Basque Country lags behind Germany and Spain on this indicator (see also 
Box 1‑6).

The group of indicators in Table 1-4 reflect social and institutional capital, where 
a positive evolution is observed in the two indicators that capture the sophistica-
tion of cooperation. 23.4 % of Basque SMEs were cooperating in R&D in 2022, a sig-
nificantly higher proportion than the EU‑27 average (5.9 % in 2020, the last year 
with comparable data).14 However, despite a positive evolution in 2022, only 2.4 % 
of scientific publications in the Basque Country are in cooperation with industry, 
indicating a much lower level of academia-industry cooperation than in the EU‑27 
average (4.3 %) (and also lower than in Germany, Spain, Upper Austria and Baden-
Württemberg).

On the other hand, the quality of government index, an indicator that is updated 
every three or four years through a survey, shows a considerable fall in the Basque 
Country in its most recent edition (after a continuous rise in previous editions). 
The value of the indicator is not directly comparable from one year to the next be-
cause each year it is standardised so that the EU‑27 value is equal to zero. In other 
words, the value indicates whether citizens’ assessment of the different administra-
tions present in the territory (from national to local) is higher or lower than the Eu-
ropean average. Graph 1‑6 traces the evolution of the Spanish Autonomous Com-
munities and shows that the index has fallen in several, but not all of them, with the 
Basque Country dropping from first place in Spain to sixth place. The index assesses 
three components of the quality of public administrations: 1) the quality of educa-
tion, the healthcare system and law enforcement, in which the Basque Country ranks 
seventh among Spanish regions; 2) the perception of corruption and having experi-
enced some form of corruption, in which the Basque Country is in second place; and 
3) fairness in terms of equal treatment or the existence of privileges in education, 
the health system or law enforcement, which is the component in which the Basque 
Country is worst positioned (in 12th place among Spanish regions) and in which it 
has fallen the most with respect to the previous round (in 2021 it was in first place in 
Spain in the corruption and fairness components and in second place in the quality 
component).

14	 The INE data, although not directly comparable, suggest that the levels of cooperation of Basque com-
panies are not so high, but still well above the national average.
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GRAPH 1‑6  Evolution of the quality of government index in the Spanish Autonomous 
Communities

Source: Own elaboration based on the European Quality of Government Index of the University of Gothenburg.

1.5	 Summary

The analysis demonstrates that performance in economic competitiveness is very 
robust: the economy has continued to grow, with improvements in productivity both 
in the economy as a whole and in the manufacturing sector, which has resulted in a 
reduction in unit labour costs and an improvement in business profitability. As the 
evolution of these variables has been, in general, better than in the EU‑27, the dis-
tance that the Basque Country maintains above the average in most of the varia-
bles has increased and the gap in terms of manufacturing unit labour costs, which 
are above those of the EU‑27, has narrowed. Regarding foreign trade, although the 
weight of exports in GDP fell in 2023, it did so to a lesser extent than in other territo-
ries and the trade balance improved.

Progress has also been made in innovation, with an increase in the percentage of 
SMEs innovating in both product and process innovation. However, comparative 
analysis shows that it is especially in the case of small firms that the gap with their 
European peers is widest, and that the disadvantage in medium-sized firms remains, 
especially in organisational and marketing innovations. SME innovation strategies 
are low-risk and non-disruptive, and the perceived barriers to innovation have more 
to do with high costs and the existence of other priorities and less to do with knowl-
edge. This is therefore a strategic issue where the culture of innovation must con-
tinue to be fostered and support must be given to reducing the costs associated with 
innovation.

In terms of entrepreneurial dynamism, the rate of entrepreneurship (TEA) is still be-
low the levels of Spain or Europe, but with a relatively large presence of technology 
companies in the Spanish context and with a higher proportion of high-growth com-
panies than in the EU‑27 and Germany. The total number of firms has fallen, but 
their average size is increasing.

When it comes to wellbeing indicators, the picture is mixed. Strong evolution in 
the employment dimension stands out, which is making it possible to close the gap 
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with Europe. Performance is also good in the part of the learning dimension that 
refers to adults, but there has been a decline in the educational levels of young 
people according to the results of the PISA report. In social life, the positive evolu-
tion of trust in people stands out, which remains above the European average, de-
spite the increase in crime (the level of which, in any case, is not as high as in Eu-
rope).

Performance in the health dimension is very good, but with some deterioration. The 
position in terms of material life is generally good, but there are worrying elements, 
such as the fact that the median household income has fallen in the last two years. 
Energy poverty has also increased, and although this is a phenomenon that extends 
beyond the Basque Country and is linked to the rise in energy prices because of the 
exceptional event of the war in Ukraine, its evolution in the future will depend on the 
type of policies that are implemented to avoid negative impacts on the most vulner-
able households.

It is in the environmental dimension where the worst performance is observed, both 
in absolute terms (higher levels of greenhouse gas emissions and air pollutants) and 
compared with the EU‑27, which moves us even further away from the reduction tar-
gets needed to tackle climate change.

A look at how levels of wellbeing change depending on income and education lev-
els reveals that, in terms of material life, almost 30 % of lower-income households 
have difficulties making ends meet, while only 3.8 % of higher-income households 
do. The analysis also reveals that housing difficulties for young people are wide-
spread, even among those with an income, permanent job and/or university educa-
tion.

Employment should not only be a source of income but should also help personal 
and professional development. The analysis shows that the two are related and 
that job satisfaction is higher the higher the income, although this relationship is 
less evident with educational attainment. Finally, both general levels of health and 
levels of mental health appear to be positively related to income and educational 
attainment.

The evolution of the dynamic competitiveness levers is, in general, positive. This 
is especially so in the human capital lever, which starts from better levels than in 
Europe and shows an improvement in all indicators related to both education and 
employment, generally to a greater extent than in Europe. The evolution of the 
physical capital lever is also generally positive, as are the cooperation-related as-
pects of the social capital lever, where a positive absolute and comparative evolu-
tion is observed, but alongside a decline in the perception of the quality of govern-
ance.

The finance lever shows a mixed picture, with a good performance in terms of com-
panies’ net worth and accumulated outward investment, but with a decline in the 
stock of inward foreign investment, which may indicate a certain difficulty in attract-
ing international financing.

The biggest challenges are to be found in the knowledge and natural capital levers. 
In the former, the orientation of patents in environmental technologies is positive, 
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as is the level of publications (although it has fallen slightly, it is above the Euro-
pean and German average). The challenge comes from both the level of R&D ex-
penditure and the level of patents, which are below the European and German av-
erage and have fallen in the last year, although in the case of patents the data are 
not yet complete and have fallen in all territories. This suggests that we must con-
tinue our efforts to increase spending to close the gap with other territories. As far 
as digitalisation is concerned, the Basque Country has strengths in terms of the dig-
ital skills of the population and, above all, digital infrastructures, as well as some 
elements of the digitalisation of public services. However, it has shortcomings in 
terms of ICT specialists and some aspects of business digitalisation, such as the use 
of big data, the cloud and AI, as well as in the accessibility of the websites of public 
administrations.

In the natural capital dimension, although in most of the indicators analysed the 
Basque Country is above the European average, progress in the last year has been 
less than the European average. The greatest challenge has to do with the share of 
renewable energies, which is below average, has worsened, and has done so more 
than the EU‑27 average, meaning that the difference has not been reduced in the last 
decade. The challenge of moving towards an energy system with a greater presence 
of renewables involves technological, social and behavioural changes, and the transi-
tion must be fair so that the costs and benefits are distributed fairly, taking into ac-
count especially the most vulnerable groups.
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As presented in Figure 1‑1 of the first chapter, our framework of territorial com-
petitiveness for wellbeing distinguishes between two broad groups of outcomes: 
(i) four dimensions of economic-business performance that typically form part of 
the analysis of competitiveness; and (ii) seven dimensions of people’s wellbeing to 
which economic competitiveness should ultimately contribute. In the first chapter 
we have analysed key indicators in each dimension to characterise current com-
petitiveness and wellbeing outcomes in the Basque Country, completing this analy-
sis with indicators that characterise the six dynamic levers of competitiveness, i.e. 
those in which the policies and strategies of different territorial actors can act to 
seek better results.

The framework also has two cross-cutting elements: international connectedness 
and inclusion. The first is closely linked to internationalisation at the economic-busi-
ness level and must also be considered in analysis of the dimensions of wellbeing, 
such as the environment, and in some dynamic levers, such as knowledge or finance. 
The second element also cuts across other parts of the framework and can manifest 
itself in different ways depending on the dimension and lever analysed; for example, 
inequalities in the distribution of wealth or differences according to gender, place of 
origin and age, among others.

This report delves into the cross-cutting theme of inclusion with the aim of reflect-
ing on the challenges we face in making both the process of building competitiveness 
and its outcomes truly inclusive. Our argument is that inclusive competitiveness and 
inclusive wellbeing are two sides of the same coin and cannot be understood with-
out each other. This relationship also becomes clear if we recall that four years ago 
the pandemic highlighted the importance of the foundational economy (health, food, 
transport, education or care), both to ensure the wellbeing of the entire population 
and to boost economic development (Orkestra, 2020).

To deepen the focus on inclusion we put the spotlight on people. They ultimately 
experience inequality and exclusion and can also participate in building com-
petitiveness and wellbeing. Inclusion of people in the socio-economic and politi-
cal sphere can contribute to improving competitiveness and wellbeing in several 
ways. One of them is, for example, the possibility of increasing activity rates in a 
society such as the Basque society, which is facing a demographic challenge. An-
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other would be to increase productivity, if we are able to value diversity as a lever 
for innovation in organisations. Existing literature in this field mostly maintains that 
the diversity of people by age, gender and place of origin leads to innovation, but 
stresses that it does not do so automatically and requires management of this di-
versity in order to generate positive effects (Solheim and Fiitjar, 2018; Solehim and 
Herstad, 2018; Vema, 2020). Good diversity management in turn contributes to the 
creation of more tolerant societies and has a direct impact on the social cohesion 
of territories.15

People can be differentiated by innate characteristics, such as gender or place of ori-
gin, or by personal choices such as religion or political affiliation. They can also be dif-
ferentiated by age or by belonging to a particular social class. Categorising people 
according to certain characteristics is not innocuous. Categories create identity and 
group belonging, they allow reality to be ordered and make it easier to read,16 but 
they also act as differentiating factors for people who are categorised without imply-
ing subjective belonging. Moreover, we are inevitably simplifying inclusion in terms 
of certain demographic characteristics when the person is multidimensional, with 
needs and interests that go beyond their role in the socio-economic and political 
sphere of a territory (Gidley et al., 2010).

Recognising this complexity for the analysis of the inclusion of all people, in this re-
port we address only part, analysing some of these characteristics from the perspec-
tive of their relationship with competitiveness. Specifically, we focus on three demo-
graphic characteristics that relate to some of the critical challenges and opportunities 
for competitiveness and wellbeing in the Basque Country:

1.	 The age of the people

2.	 People’s place of origin

3.	 The gender of people

It should be noted that there are other features that emanate from the multidimen-
sionality of people and that have to do with their capabilities. In the Basque Coun-
try, the effort made in the socio-occupational inclusion of people with disabilities also 
contributes to competitiveness and wellbeing (see Box 2‑1).

15	 In addition, the inclusion of diverse social, cultural and economic realities strengthens democracy and 
encourages citizen participation (Falk et al., 2000).

16	 See: Trepte and Loy (2017) and Prati et al. (2021).
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BOX 2‑1  The model of socio-occupational inclusion for people
with disabilities in the Basque Country

The Basque Country Model of Social and Labour Inclusion for Peo-
ple with Disabilities (hereinafter the Model) began to be developed 
more than 40 years ago. One of its distinctive features is that it is the 

result of collaborative work developed by a network of public and private actors convinced 
that companies, in addition to being competitive, can contribute to creating societies char-
acterised by inclusive and sustainable wellbeing.

At the centre of the Model is EHLABE Inclusión Sociolaboral (Euskal Herriko Lan Babestu-
aren Elkartea), the Basque association of non-profit organisations that promote the social 
and labour inclusion of people with disabilities. This association promotes and develops ac-
tions of institutional dialogue and with social agents, in cooperation with its constituting 
entities and shares, as a general interest, the improvement of the employability and social in-
clusion of people with disabilities.

A reflection process driven by EHLABE and facilitated by Orkestra (Canto et al., 2023) iden-
tified that the Model contributes to competitiveness for the inclusive and sustainable well-
being of the Basque Country through the following pathways:

·	 Through its business activities in the industrial and service sectors that form part of the 
different value chains that make up the Basque business fabric.

·	 Because of the lessons learned from more than 40 years working for the socio-occupa-
tional inclusion of people who face the greatest barriers to being an active part of so-
ciety. Moreover, by prioritising within this group those with disabilities who have the 
greatest need for support, it has created a toolbox based on innovation and entrepre-
neurship which can be extrapolated to other groups. The development of this toolbox is 
actively contributing to the economic growth of the Basque Country.

·	 For generating value for society in general and for people with disabilities and their en-
vironment, as well as for the association’s customers and suppliers. In 2022, the In-
tegrated Social Value (ISV) generated by EHLABE entities reached 794 million euros 
(7 euros for every euro of public subsidy received), the value generated for people with 
disabilities and their families amounted to 90 million euros, and business initiatives 
generated value for customers and suppliers for a total of 395 million euros.

·	 For pursuing the general economic and social interest in accordance with the principles 
of the social economy: (i) the primacy of people and social or environmental purpose 
over profit; (ii) reinvestment of most profits and surpluses to carry out activities for the 
benefit of members/users or society at large; and (iii) democratic or participatory gov-
ernance.

Source: Canto et al. (2023).

The three demographic characteristics identified, and others not discussed in the 
report, are not mutually exclusive. They can overlap in the same person and, de-
pending on the context, reproduce systemic privileges or inequalities. Intersec-
tionality, the concept that captures the overlapping of demographic characteristics 
(and others that we are not considering), is very relevant when analysing people’s 
social inclusion, so the report discusses some cases where this intersectionality is 
present.
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The first two demographic characteristics, age and place of origin, are directly linked 
to the demographic challenge facing our territory due to the continuous fall in birth 
rates and the ageing of the population. Indeed, high ageing rates mean a reduction 
in the working-age population, which can have a negative impact on productive ca-
pacity. Thus, immigration will be fundamental and represents an opportunity to com-
pensate for part of the reduction in the potentially active population and for the ex-
pected population growth, which between 2021 and 2035 will come exclusively from 
the positive migratory balance (Orkestra, 2022). Given the competition between ter-
ritories, regions and countries for attracting and retaining talent, it will be particu-
larly important to put in place mechanisms to facilitate the proper integration of im-
migrants with different profiles and to work on their training and incorporation into 
the world of work in line with the needs of companies and the territory. This integra-
tion and incorporation into the world of work is a factor that boosts the wellbeing of 
these people.

But it is not only necessary to work to ensure that immigrants have opportunities to 
integrate into the economy and society; the demographic challenge facing our terri-
tory also requires the search for greater equality between older and younger peo-
ple in different areas. For example, an OECD report (2020) warns that the creation of 
multigenerational workforces and the provision of greater job opportunities for older 
generations could increase GDP per capita by 19 % over the next three decades. In 
this context, there is a need to promote intergenerational dialogue between older 
and younger people in different social spaces (Lorenz et al., 2023). Furthermore, the 
lengthening of people’s lives is putting pressure on the care model and requires new 
formulations to reinforce it.

Regarding the third demographic characteristic, gender, it is necessary to make 
visible the gender dimensions of economic dynamics and their implications for 
women. It is a critical category as women’s labour force participation rates have 
been increasing and it is necessary to understand how the role of gender shapes 
employment, the territorial labour market and the structure of firms (Gray and 
James, 2007). Women’s participation in the economy is often characterised by a 
gender pay gap, gender segregation by branches of activity and occupations, not 
to mention the presence of unpaid domestic and care work (Rodríguez Enríquez, 
2015).

The importance of gender in fertility also needs to be recognised. Sociological the-
ory shows that the increase in women’s work activity has an impact on birth rates 
when it is not accompanied by the redistribution of household and care tasks and 
appropriate reconciliation policies. It is therefore important that the increase in the 
incorporation of women into the labour market is accompanied by other structural 
changes such as the promotion of reconciliation policies and a greater distribution of 
household and care tasks between men and women. 17

17	 Studies of family formation patterns indicate that much of the decline in marriage, as seen by increases 
in both divorce and cohabitation, can be attributed to gender asymmetry in responsibilities (Goldschei-
der, 2000) and that the greater the gender equality, the greater the recovery of low fertility (Esping-An-
dersen and Billari, 2015). Public policies should therefore consider measures that reconcile family life 
with work and support a longer working life. According to Impicciatore and Semenza (2017) this would 
result in a beneficial effect on the labour market and on the social sustainability of population ageing.
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In short, analysing and reflecting on the challenges we face to fully integrate all the 
people who make up our society, and above all, women, people of all ages and immi-
grants, is fundamental to ensure inclusive competitiveness and wellbeing. Inclusive 
competitiveness is the process by which all people in a territory participate, giving 
the best of themselves, in the generation of value, both within the market and out-
side the market. And inclusive wellbeing is the process by which more and more peo-
ple, with greater equality, have dignified access to the different dimensions of wellbe-
ing, for example, health, employment or education.

Thus, in territories with inclusive wellbeing, people should enjoy a good standard of 
wellbeing (a dignified minimum access) and greater equality. Decent minimum stand-
ards and equality should improve in tandem, in a coherent manner. Similarly, in ter-
ritories with inclusive competitiveness, all people should be able to participate in the 
construction of the wellbeing outcomes they enjoy.

The rest of the chapter is organised as follows. In the next section we elaborate on 
the concept of social inclusion. We then discuss the importance of social inclusion in 
the different parts of our competitiveness framework for wellbeing.

2.1	 What do we mean by social inclusion?

The academic literature depicts social exclusion and social inclusion on a continuum 
(Moyano, 2020).18 At one extreme, social exclusion is the denial of resources, rights, 
goods and services, as well as the inability to participate in the normal relationships 
and activities available to the majority of people in a society, whether economic, so-
cial, cultural or political. It affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity 
and cohesion of society as a whole (Levitas et al., 2007). At the other extreme, social 
inclusion manifests itself in improved participation in society by people who may be 
disadvantaged for reasons related to age, gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, class 
and/or other status, and in opportunities, access to resources, voice and respect for 
their rights (Butkevičienė et al., 2021).

Social inclusion is a complex process that unfolds in the interplay of economic, po-
litical, cultural and relational dimensions; it is about recognising the needs, and also 
the characteristics and richness of others, in a reciprocal way (Procentese and Gatti, 
2024). A holistic approach to social inclusion points to shared responsibility for the 
preservation of community assets to which all people should have the opportunity to 
contribute (Lorenz et al. 2024).

18	 The concept of social inclusion dates back to the 19th century and stems from Weber’s work on the im-
portance of social cohesion (Gidley et al., 2010). Subsequently the concept was used with its opposite 
meaning: social exclusion. Durkheim (1964) posited social exclusion in relation to — and in opposition 
to — solidarity and social cohesion, while Lenoir (1974), Secretary of State for Social Action in France, 
used the concept to refer to those who lacked coverage by conventional social safety nets (Mascareño 
and Carvajal, 2015; OECD 2023b). More recently, the concept of social inclusion has gained prominence 
in policy discourse in Europe since it replaced the concept of poverty by encompassing more dimen-
sions of people’s lives (Aasland and Fløtten, 2000).
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Thus, social inclusion can be understood as both an outcome and a process (Yang 
et al., 2016). The literature identifies three ideological approaches behind this dual 
perspective (Gidley et al., 2010). The first understands social inclusion as access, the 
second as participation and the third as empowerment. They differ from each other, 
above all, in their scope.

•	 Access: The narrower interpretation of social inclusion which, from a neoliberal 
perspective, focuses on people’s access to resources and services as a means to 
achieve inclusion within existing social structures, and without taking into account 
the asymmetries of power that run through them. From this perspective, social ex-
clusion would be the restriction of access to opportunities and the limitation of ca-
pacities to capitalise on them.

•	 Participation: A broader view of social inclusion emphasises the active participa-
tion of people in the key activities of the society in which they live, in their commu-
nity life and in decision-making processes. It is rooted in principles of social jus-
tice and stresses the importance of inclusion and representation of marginalised 
groups.

•	 Empowerment: The broader interpretation of social inclusion that focuses 
on maximising the potential of each person, employing models of possibility 
rather than models of impairment. This lens, often associated with the human 
potential approach, works with the idea of the complexity of human beings and 
the notion that all people are multidimensional beings, valuing difference and 
diversity.

These three interpretations are not mutually exclusive and coexist in a given con-
text or environment. In fact, they are represented as a nested scheme in which the 
broadest layer, empowerment, nests participation and this, in turn, nests access (Gid-
ley et al., 2010). In the context of this report, our position is that the three perspec-
tives are complementary, and it is important to consider the co-existence of all three 
when addressing the concept of social inclusion.

The access perspective is essentially reflected in the access to wellbeing dimen-
sions of the Orkestra framework, while the participation perspective is reflected in 
the dynamic levers, especially those of human capital and social capital. In the case 
of empowerment, given that it focuses on maximising the potential of each person 
to contribute to wellbeing, it requires a process of working with the person him/
herself in the family, organisational and social spheres in which he/she develops. 
In Orkestra’s framework, this is reflected, above all, in the dimension of subjective 
wellbeing and in the governance processes that underline and connect the differ-
ent dynamic levers.

In the next section we reflect in more detail on social inclusion through the triple 
lens of access, participation and empowerment in each block of our competitiveness 
framework.
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2.2	� Inclusive competitiveness for inclusive welfare

Orkestra’s competitiveness framework for wellbeing incorporates inclusiveness as 
a transversal axis because it is fundamental both for the ultimate results sought by 
society (the blue part), for the dynamic levers that can influence these results (the 
green part), and for the structural context of the territory (the orange part) (see Fig-
ure 2‑1). As a transversal axis, inclusion can generate a virtuous circle between inclu-
sive competitiveness and inclusive wellbeing, if strategies such as diversity manage-
ment help to reinforce each other. In this section, we integrate the three perspectives 
of access, participation and empowerment into our competitiveness framework to 
understand how the cross-cutting nature of inclusion is realised in our framework, 
and from there, reflect on the challenges we need to work on to achieve inclusive 
competitiveness and inclusive wellbeing.

FIGURE 2‑1  Simplified Competitiveness for Wellbeing Framework

Source: Orkestra (2021).

2.2.1	 Wellbeing outcomes: Inclusion as access

Wellbeing outcomes are multidimensional. Specifically, the framework captures six 
objective wellbeing dimensions (material life, social life, learning, employment, envi-
ronment and health) and one subjective wellbeing dimension that encompasses all 
aspects of wellbeing (life satisfaction).

Fostering inclusive wellbeing is the process by which more and more people, with 
greater equality, have dignified access to the different dimensions of wellbeing. It is 
important not only to have a good level of wellbeing in each dimension, but a bal-
ance in all dimensions. As Bisquerra (2013, p. 15) points out, “it is probably the har-
monious combination of the different types of wellbeing and the interaction between 
them that comes closest to overall wellbeing”.

Inclusion can 
generate a 
virtuous circle 
between inclusive 
competitiveness 
and inclusive 
wellbeing if there 
are reenfocing 
strategies such 
as diversity 
management

Fostering inclusive 
wellbeing is 
the process by 
which more and 
more people, 
with greater 
equality, have 
dignified access 
to the different 
dimensions of 
wellbeing



39

Inclusive competitiveness and inclusive wellbeing: Two sides of the same coin 

Of the three perspectives presented in the previous section, we refer to inclusion as 
access. Thus, in territories with inclusive wellbeing, people have a good level of well-
being in all its dimensions — a dignified minimum access — and there are relatively 
high levels of equality in the different dimensions of wellbeing, which facilitates so-
cial cohesion. Moreover, there should be balanced development so that decent mini-
mum standards improve in a coherent way, maintaining adequate equality. Table 2-1 
characterises the particular meaning of inclusion in each of the seven dimensions of 
wellbeing.

TABLE 2-1  Inclusion in the dimensions of wellbeing

Wellbeing  
dimension Characterisation of inclusion as access

Material life Minimum dignified and relatively equal access to the material aspects 
of people’s lives in a territory (housing, income, etc.).

Employment More people in a territory gain access to quality jobs. 

Social life More people in a territory have access to a social, family, friendship 
and community network. 

Learning More people in a territory have access to training, learning and life-
long skills development.

Health More people in a territory have access to health services and enjoy 
good physical and mental health.

Environment More people in a territory have access to a clean environment (air, wa-
ter, natural spaces...).

Life satisfaction (general 
wellbeing)

Balanced access to the six dimensions of wellbeing 

Source: Own elaboration based on Orkestra (2021).

2.2.2	 Economic and business performance: competitiveness inclusive

In this Report we understand inclusive competitiveness as the process by which all 
people in a territory can participate by giving the best of themselves in the genera-
tion of value, both within the market and outside of the market. In territories with 
inclusive competitiveness, all people can participate in building the wellbeing out-
comes they enjoy. Wellbeing is not something that is given to us, it must be built, but 
not all people can participate in this construction in the same way. There is a myriad 
of circumstances that facilitate or hinder people’s participation in that construction, 
including, as noted above, intersectionality. As also noted above, in this report we 
analyse people’s characteristics from the perspective of their relationship to competi-
tiveness and therefore focus on people only in terms of their place of origin, age and 
gender.

Working on the inclusion of people of different origin, age and gender will generate 
increasingly inclusive competitiveness. This inclusion, of immigrants, people of dif-
ferent ages, gender, etc., increases the likelihood of increasing activity rates, meet-
ing the challenges faced by companies in the search for talent of different types, and 
consequently increasing key indicators of economic competitiveness, such as busi-
ness profitability, productivity and GDP per capita.
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In addition, the inclusion of people by age, origin and gender generates greater di-
versity. According to the literature, there are two types of diversity: primary and sec-
ondary. Primary diversity refers to the coexistence of diverse people in a given con-
text, while secondary diversity adds to this the skills and knowledge that people 
acquire through their education and career path. Secondary diversity is linked to 
organisational performance and innovation, as it goes beyond primary diversity to 
consider the composition of organisational knowledge bases (Solheim and Herstad, 
2018). There is insufficient empirical support in the literature on the relationship be-
tween primary diversity and levels of innovation and productivity, whereas when 
it comes to secondary diversity this relationship is more likely (Solheim and Fiitjar, 
2018; Solheim and Herstad, 2018; Vema, 2020).

Finally, Solheim and Fitjar (2018) highlight the contribution of diversity to interna-
tionalisation, especially diversity of origin because of the cross-cultural skills and net-
works that people bring with them. Such skills give access to a wider range of knowl-
edge and ideas, which are increasingly important for competitiveness. However, they 
point out that while some studies find a positive correlation between the presence 
of foreign workers and innovation, the impact may vary according to the educational 
level of foreign workers and the complexity of managing diversity due to different 
structural characteristics. They conclude that foreign workers contribute to innova-
tion mainly through their ability to foster international relations, particularly in firms 
that lack other channels for international collaboration.

2.2.3	 Dynamic levers: Inclusion as participation

The dynamic levers are those that can be influenced through policies and strategies 
of different territorial actors to improve economic-business and wellbeing results. 
Of the six dynamic levers (natural capital, physical capital, financing, human capital, 
knowledge and social and institutional capital), the two that most directly refer to 
people and their relationships are human capital and social and institutional capital, 
and it is these that we analyse in this report from an inclusiveness perspective (see 
Table 2-2).

TABLE 2-2  Inclusion in human capital and social and institutional capital levers

Dynamic lever Characterisation of inclusion as participation

Human capital Develop strategies for people’s participation in training, learning and 
the labour market (impacting on the generation of economic value 
and wellbeing).

Social and institutional 
capital

Develop systems of rules, institutions and organisations that facili-
tate the participation of people in the different dynamics of society, 
strengthening social interactions that affect the generation of eco-
nomic value and wellbeing.

Source: Own elaboration.

In general, it is necessary to develop and implement strategies in both the hu-
man capital and social capital levers, aimed at guaranteeing the participation of 
all people in a territory in the construction of wellbeing results. Thus, in these two 
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dynamic levers we refer to inclusion as participation. In the case of human capi-
tal, it means, for example, putting in place mechanisms that allow people to ac-
cess something as basic as work, through training programmes. In the case of 
social capital, it would mean facilitating their participation in different areas of 
society through, for example, the homologation of qualifications (both university 
and non-university), speeding up the processes of integrating migrants into the 
labour market, training people in an irregular administrative situation (by working 
on policies such as the training-based rootedness) or fostering intergenerational 
relations.

In this sense, if the different actors in a territory (companies, governments, educa-
tional centres, etc.) generate contexts and promote strategies that facilitate the de-
velopment of skills and the participation of people of different ages, gender and 
place of origin, through strategic management of diversity, this will have a positive 
impact on innovation, productivity and competitiveness, as we have pointed out 
above. Due to their potential impact in the short and medium term, organisational 
innovation strategies in training centres and work contexts that favour a creative, 
participatory and learning context for people stand out.

Also, if working contexts are created at different levels of government where people 
can learn and contribute more, this creates more collaborative governance that fa-
cilitates the contribution to generating more inclusive competitiveness. As argued in 
the Competitiveness Report 2023, for example, such collaborative governance is par-
ticularly important to accelerate the transition towards sustainable competitiveness 
(Orkestra, 2023).  In general, if this participation and governance is facilitated and ac-
tivated by including people, regardless of their characteristics (age, origin, gender...), 
it drives a more robust process to generate wellbeing-oriented, inclusive competitive-
ness.

These ways of working in companies and administrations facilitate the generation 
of more trust and relational capital between people of different ages, gender and 
place of origin, as well as between people and institutions or organisations, thus re-
inforcing the social and institutional capital of the territory. To continue strengthen-
ing this area, it is necessary to analyse which entities or groups have been left out 
of collaborative governance processes and what mechanisms are needed to inte-
grate them.

2.2.4	 Structural context

Finally, competitiveness and welfare outcomes are conditioned by several contextual 
characteristics of a territory. These are structural characteristics that, to a large ex-
tent, are predetermined and are difficult to modify. They include geo-demographic 
characteristics, the economic-business structure, and underlying institutions and val-
ues. Of these three groups of structural characteristics, those that most directly con-
dition inclusion are the demographic and value characteristics, because they refer di-
rectly to people and different groups of people.

The composition and evolution of the demographic structure of a territory, both by 
age and place of origin, conditions competitiveness and wellbeing and generates dif-
ferent challenges in the territory in terms of inclusion. An ageing society, with low 
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birth rates and life expectancy resulting in high dependency rates, generates, for ex-
ample, important challenges for the sustainability of the Welfare State, access of peo-
ple of different ages to the dimensions of wellbeing, intergenerational replacement, 
or the inclusion of groups of different ages in the labour market. Likewise, a soci-
ety with a greater diversity of people by place of origin, which is also concentrated in 
people of working age, broadens the possibility of generating competitiveness and 
wellbeing in a territory. Yet it poses challenges for the inclusion of all people, regard-
less of their place of origin, and for their social integration and participation in the la-
bour market and in other dynamics of society.

It is not only the demographic characteristics that have an impact, but also the val-
ues of people of different ages and backgrounds, since people’s attitudes are shaped 
by their values. Values such as commitment, the value of work or effort encourage a 
proactive attitude in the generation of value in society (both for the market and out-
side it). These values are fundamental for inclusion from the perspective of participa-
tion.

In an analysis of the evolution of values in the Basque Country, Izulain (2024) 
concludes that people living in this territory perceive a high sense of freedom of 
choice and control over their lives, similar to in Germany. She also establishes a 
positive correlation between freedom of choice and control and life satisfaction 
(an indicator of subjective wellbeing), as recognised in the literature (Graafland, 
2023; Inglehart et al., 2008; Verme, 2009). These analyses of intangibles, which are 
difficult to measure, are a reflection of inclusion as empowerment which, as we 
said in the introductory section of this chapter, needs to be worked on directly in 
partnership with people. These are very important characteristics for competitive-
ness and wellbeing, difficult to capture, but reflected in different dimensions of 
the framework.

Finally, we must not forget that our territory develops in a global context that in-
fluences us, but in which we also exert influence. Thus, the transversal axis of in-
ternational connection present in our framework also interacts with inclusion, 
which means that this perspective accompanies all our actions in other territo-
ries.

2.3	 Summary

In this chapter we have analysed the concept of social inclusion in order to delve 
deeper into how inclusion relates to territorial competitiveness and wellbeing. 
Our main argument is that inclusive competitiveness and inclusive welfare are two 
sides of the same coin. If we want to ensure inclusion in wellbeing outcomes we 
need to foster inclusion in the processes that underlie competitiveness, and vice 
versa.

We have applied three ideological approaches to social inclusion — access, partici-
pation and empowerment — to our territorial competitiveness for wellbeing frame-
work (see Figure 2‑2). Inclusion as access is associated with welfare outcomes, while 
inclusion as participation is associated with the dynamic levers of competitiveness, 
especially human capital and social capital. Empowerment is a more difficult concept 
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to link to a specific part of the framework, but it is associated with the dimension of 
people’s subjective wellbeing and with the governance processes that underline and 
connect the different dynamic levers.

FIGURE 2‑2  Inclusion as participation and access

Source: Own elaboration.

This conceptual reflection lays the foundations for the analysis we carry out in the 
following chapter, which focuses on the three demographic characteristics which, as 
we pointed out earlier, present critical challenges and opportunities in the Basque 
context and whose overlapping generates various inequalities or advantages: peo-
ple’s age, place of origin and gender.
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According to the analytical framework presented in Chapter 2, it is crucial to ad-
dress both participation (process) and access when analysing inclusion as a driver 
of competitiveness and wellbeing. The process perspective is approached by ex-
amining inclusion in the dynamic levers of our competitiveness framework, in par-
ticular human capital and social capital, since these are the two fundamental ways 
of guaranteeing the participation of all people in the generation of competitive-
ness and wellbeing in a territory. After a brief review of the population structure 
of the Basque Country in the first section of this chapter, the second section there-
fore focuses on analysis of human capital, while the third section focuses on analy-
sis of social capital. The fourth section then analyses inclusion in the access to well-
being outcomes, namely life satisfaction, material life, employment, social life and 
health.19

The aim is to analyse inclusion in the Basque Country at the present time, so we do 
not carry out evolutionary analyses, nor do we make comparisons with reference re-
gions or the European average. To identify the most suitable variables for this analy-
sis, we have reviewed multiple existing surveys from different statistical sources for 
the measurement of inclusion in the levers of competitiveness and dimensions of 
wellbeing. The selection criterion was to have data for analysis according to three de-
mographic characteristics: age, gender and place of origin.

3.1	� The population of the Basque Country by age, gender 
and place of origin

Demographic phenomena evolve gradually, but over time they generate changes 
in both the size and composition of populations. In Graph 3‑1 shows that the pop-

19	 Given that there is a certain overlap between human capital and some dimensions of wellbeing (learn-
ing and employment), this chapter has opted to concentrate all the elements relating to learning and 
training in the analysis of the human capital lever, on the understanding that these aspects are key to 
facilitating the attainment of employment that generates both personal wellbeing and improved ter-
ritorial competitiveness. In the case of employment, the more subjective variables with respect to em-
ployment, such as satisfaction, are included in the analysis of inclusive access to wellbeing, while the 
more objective aspects are dealt with in the human capital section. The analysis of the environment di-
mension has not been included in this analysis due to its nature focused on the regeneration, preserva-
tion and proper management of the environment, and because it was extensively analysed in the Com-
petitiveness Report 2023 (Orkestra, 2023). 
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ulation of the Basque Country was below 2 million people and very young at the 
beginning of the 1970s, with only 8 % of the population over 65 years of age and 
30 % aged between 0 and 15. The population grew quite steeply during the 1970s, 
maintaining approximately the same age structure. From the 1980s onwards, the 
fall in the birth rate and the economic crisis, which halted the positive migratory 
balances, caused the total population to stagnate and even decrease slightly un-
til the end of the 20th century. During this period, thanks to the fall in the mortal-
ity rate and the increase in life expectancy, the number of people over 65 years 
of age increased and gained weight in the population, reaching 17 % at the end of 
the century. At that time the percentage of young people was at its lowest (13 %) 
and the working-age population at its highest (70 %). Since then, the percentage 
of young people has remained fairly stable at around 13-14 % of the total popula-
tion, but the declines in the birth rate in previous decades have taken their toll on 
the working-age population, which has declined over the two decades so far this 
century in both absolute and relative terms, and now accounts for only 60 % of the 
population. This decline contrasts with the even greater weight of the older popu-
lation.

GRAPH 3‑1  Evolution of the population of the Basque Country by major age groups 
(thousands of people, 1971-2023)

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of the Continuous Population Statistics – INE.

The population in 2024 is very different from that of the early 1970s, much older. 
Thus, although the proportion of people of working age is similar, the high percent-
age of young people has been replaced by a larger group of older people. As we shall 
see below, the structure of the working-age population has also changed.

The changes seen in the age structure have not only been driven by changes 
in birth and death rates. Migratory flows have also played a major role and are 
changing the structure of the population in another fundamental aspect: the ori-
gin of the people. Although there have always been migratory flows in the Basque 
Country, until the beginning of this century the people arriving in the Basque 
Country came mainly from the rest of Spain. Thus, as can be seen in Graph 3‑2, 
of the slightly more than 2 million people living in the Basque Country, only 2 % 
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were born abroad. Since then, the number of people born in Spain has fallen to 
less than 2 million, and yet the population has grown due to the continued in-
crease in people of foreign origin, who accounted for 12 % of the total population 
in 2023.

Some of these people have arrived recently, but others have been in the terri-
tory for some time. According to the Statistics on the Population of Foreign Ori-
gin (EPOE), only 8 % of the population of foreign origin first arrived in the Basque 
Country less than 4 years ago, and for 62 % it was more than 10 years ago. Nine 
out of ten people of foreign origin have Spanish nationality, permanent residence 
or temporary residence with a work permit. Despite this, as we shall see below, 
their incorporation into the labour market is different to that of people born in 
Spain.

GRAPH 3‑2  Evolution of the population of the Basque Country according to place of origin 
(thousands of people, 2002-2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Statistics of the Continuous Register – INE.

The place of origin of the foreign population has also been changing (Graph 3‑3). At 
the beginning of this century, around 35 % of the foreign population was from Eu-
rope and 45 % from America (women to a greater extent than men). The flow of 
people from Europe has stagnated in the last decade and has been losing weight in 
the total (around 18 % in 2022). The group of people from the Americas, especially 
women, is now the predominant group, accounting for more than half of the peo-
ple of foreign origin. The number of people from the rest of the world has also in-
creased, in this case with a greater presence of men than women. Currently, out of 
every 10 people of foreign origin, approximately 3 are women of American origin, 2 
are men of American origin, another two are men from the rest of the world (espe-
cially the Maghreb) and the other three are a woman from the rest of the world and 
a man and a woman of European origin.
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GRAPH 3‑3  Evolution of the population of the Basque Country of foreign origin according to 
place of origin and sex (2002-2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Continuous Population Statistics – INE.

The age structure also differs according to the origin of the population. As can be 
seen in Graph 3‑4, the population strata have been shifting upwards over the last 
twenty years and, as a result, not only is there a higher percentage of people over 65, 

GRAPH 3‑4  Population pyramids of the Basque Country (2002, 2023)

Source: Prepared by the authors based on the Continuous Population Statistics – INE.
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but the working-age population is also more concentrated in the higher age brackets, 
which poses challenges for the generational replacement of firms (see Box 3‑1). The 
population of foreign origin, which was barely noticeable at the beginning of the cen-
tury, is now at the heart of the population pyramid, making up a significant percent-
age (17 %) of the working-age population.

BOX 3‑1  Generational renewal and age management
in the Basque Country

One of the most important challenges posed by the demographic change we are experienc-
ing is that of generational replacement. To find out how Basque companies are positioned 
on this issue Orkestra carried out research in 2022 in collaboration with the Basque Govern-
ment’s Department of Labour and Employment, in which we surveyed almost 1 000 Basque 
companies to: (i) find out their perception of generational replacement; (ii) identify specific 
replacement needs in companies and sectors that will have the greatest impact in the next 
5-10 years; and (iii) identify tools of interest to be implemented to address generational re-
placement.

One of the results of the analysis, in terms of the strategic approach to generational replace-
ment, is that the companies surveyed, regardless of their size, claim that they do not have a 
plan or strategy to address generational replacement. In addition, a detailed analysis of the 
answers identified the occupations that are expected to be most in demand in the coming 
years, including some skilled occupations (such as science and engineering professionals 
and technicians) but also lower-skilled occupations (such as cleaners or personal care work-
ers).

The results highlight four key messages:

·	 Inclusive strategies: Basque companies need to develop inclusive, age-diverse genera-
tional replacement strategies that develop critical digital and cognitive skills, social and 
emotional skills, as well as adaptability and resilience.

·	 Age management: Age management in the workplace should be encouraged by provid-
ing opportunities for people to stay and grow in their jobs.

··	Labour insertion: Policies for generational replacement must be reinforced by working 
on labour insertion through training for all people of working age in the Basque Coun-
try, such as unemployed people, long-term unemployed people, people over 55 years of 
age, immigrants and women, from an intersectional perspective.

·	 Social dialogue: To address the challenge in all its complexity, it is essential to work on 
generating social dialogue around inclusive generational replacement.

Source: Own elaboration from https://bideoak2.euskadi.eus/2023/03/29/news_84746/Orkestra_-_
encuesta_reemplazo_generacional_ES.pdf

3.2	 Human capital: A lever for inclusive competitiveness

Age, gender and place of birth condition people’s employability and influence their 
decisions to enter the labour market or to be trained, as well as the possibilities of 
getting education or employment and the conditions of employment, all key ele-
ments to address inclusion in competitiveness. Thus, in this section we provide a de-
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tailed analysis — by age, gender and place of origin — of labour market participation, 
working conditions, and educational attainment.

3.2.1	 Inclusion as labour market participation

As can be seen in Graph 3‑5 the inactivity rate of women is generally higher than 
that of men (except for people born in other European countries and younger peo-
ple). The percentages of unemployed people do not differ considerably between 
the two sexes, with around a one percentage point difference (except in the cases 
of women from the Americas and men from the rest of the world). The fact that 
the percentage of employed women is lower than that of men is therefore not due 
them not looking for work, but rather that, for various reasons which will be dis-
cussed below, they are less active in the labour market. This is particularly striking 
in the case of women born in the rest of the world, as 61.4 % do not participate in 
the labour market.

In terms of origin, employment rates are lower among people born abroad than 
those born in Spain, partly because there is a higher percentage of unemployed 
(they are looking for work but cannot find it) and in some cases because their in-
activity rate (they are unemployed and not actively looking for work) is also higher 
than that of people born in Spain. This is the case for men born both in the rest of 
Europe and the rest of the world, but not for those born in America, whose activ-
ity rate is almost 85 % compared to 80.4 % for those born in Spain. The activity rate 
of women from that continent also exceeds that of women born in Spain by 3 per-
centage points and that of women born in the rest of Europe by 4.3 percentage 
points.

GRAPH 3‑5  Employment situation of the Basque Country population (% population 16-64 years old, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.
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Looking at the employment situation by age, the employment rate for both men and 
women is higher in the 35-55 age cohort, both because of a lower proportion of un-
employed and, mainly, inactive people. It is worth noting that among young peo-
ple there are no major differences between men and women, something that is ob-
served in the other age groups, where the inactivity rates of women are much higher 
than those of men.

As can be seen in Graph 3‑6, the reasons given by inactive people who do not want 
to look for a job are diverse and differ according to the groups analysed. The differ-
ences linked to care tasks stand out, as they are mentioned by 26.6 % of women and 
only 2.5 % of men. Whether differentiated by place of origin or age, this is a reason 
that limits women’s entry into the labour market to a much greater extent than that 
of men, even among younger people. It is particularly significant among women born 
in the rest of the world, where the percentage rises to 47.7 %. Therefore, it is the tra-
ditional caregiving roles that keep this group of women out of the labour market. In 
the analysis by age, as would be expected, the main reason for not looking for a job 
among younger people is that they are in training. In the middle age bracket, illness 
is the main limiting factor for men, while for women it is mainly divided between the 
caring role, illness and various other reasons not detailed. Among older people, re-
tirement is more important, but this is mainly for men and is a much more limiting 
reason for women.

GRAPH 3‑6  Reasons for not looking for a job among inactive people (% population 16-64 years, 2023)

Note: Sickness refers to one’s own sickness or disability; Care includes both care for children or other family members and other family rea-
sons.

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.

With regard to the unemployed, the Statistics on the Population of Foreign Ori-
gin (EPOE) shed some light on the difficulties that this group perceives in finding 
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work, highlighting the structural discrimination of immigrants in the labour mar-
ket (Table 3-1). In all cases, the lack of work experience, age and level of educa-
tion, elements which are typically interrelated, stand out. In the case of people 
born in the rest of the world and in America, the lack of knowledge of the lan-
guage is also an impediment. Added to this is the legal situation, which is particu-
larly relevant in the case of those born in the Americas. Gender is not seen as an 
obstacle to finding employment for people from Europe, but it is cited as an ob-
stacle by a small percentage of people from the Americas (1 %) and the rest of the 
world (1.3 %).

TABLE 3-1  Barriers to employment (% unemployed population aged 16-66, 2023)

Europe America Rest of the 
world

Level of education 23.0 19.1 31.2

Level of local languages 9.2 17.9 22.7

Work experience 26.1 23.5 27.9

Wage aspirations 5.1 4.4 3.8

Existence of family responsibilities 7.8 7.0 6.0

Country of origin 8.0 9.5 21.2

Sex 0.0 1.0 1.3

Age 19.8 18.8 15.2

Physical limitation 4.1 3.9 8.5

Legal status 0.0 29.5 16.9

Source: Own elaboration based on the Statistics on the Population of Foreign Origin (EPOE) of the Department 
of Justice and Human Rights of the Basque Government.

As for the type of job people would like to have, data from the Eustat survey on the 
reconciliation of work, family and personal life indicate that both employed men and 
women have a preference for working in the public sector, especially women (67.7 % 
compared to 51.5 %). On the other hand, employed men show a greater preference 
for self-employment (19.3 %) than employed women (11.8 %). However, data from 
the Labour Force Survey show that the majority professional status of all employed 
persons, regardless of origin or age, is that of wage-earners in the private sector 
(Graph 3‑7).

In line with these preferences, there is a higher percentage of women than men who 
are employees in the public sector and a higher percentage of men who are self-em-
ployed or entrepreneurs. Of note are men from the rest of Europe in both catego-
ries and, in the case of the self-employed, men from both the rest of Europe and the 
rest of the world and women from the rest of Europe. The high percentage of self-
employed people in these cases could be linked to reasons of necessity rather than 
a real preference for this type of situation, but also because it gives them the oppor-
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tunity to apply their skills and experience. With regard to age, the majority of 16-34 
year olds are private sector employees, and this percentage decreases progressively 
in the following age groups, where there are more entrepreneurs, self-employed and 
public sector employees.

GRAPH 3‑7  Occupational status of employed persons (%, 2023)

Note: Entrepreneur indicates entrepreneur with employees; Self-employed indicates self-employed or entrepreneur without employees; 
Other includes members of a cooperative, help in the family business or enterprise and other situations.

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of the INE Labour Force Survey.

3.2.2	 Inclusion and working conditions

Working conditions vary between sectors and, as can be seen in Table 3-2, men 
and women from different origins and ages are not proportionally distributed 
across different activities. Across all age groups, industry is the sector where most 
men work, and public administration, education and health where most women 
are employed, especially older women (46.3 % work in this sector). The lack of par-
ity in industrial enterprises impacts not only on women’s working conditions, but 
also on the competitiveness of enterprises in this sector, which is addressed in 
Box 3‑2.

For both sexes, the trade, transport and hotel and catering sector is the second 
most important sector. However, this mainly describes the reality of people born in 
Spain. While it is true that the trade, transport and hotel and catering sector is preva-
lent among people regardless of origin, foreign-born men work in construction to a 
greater extent than those born in Spain, especially in the case of those born in the 
rest of the world. The presence of the latter in industry is also quite high. However, 
those of American and other European origin are less present in industry and to a 
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greater extent in commerce, transport and the hotel and catering industry. In the 
case of foreign-born women, employment in other services stands out, especially 
among women of American origin, where it reaches 42.8 %. It is in this category that 
domestic workers are placed. Foreign-born persons have less presence in profes-
sional activities and auxiliary services, as well as in public administration, education 
and health. This sectoral distribution means that the working conditions of foreign-
born people, and of women to a greater extent than men, are worse than those of 
people born in Spain.

TABLE 3-2  Employed population by sector (%, 2023)

Men Women

Origin Spain Rest of 
Europe America

Rest 
of the 
world

Spain Rest of 
Europe America

Rest 
of the 
world

Agriculture and Livestock 1.3 5.4 3.2 0.8 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0

Industry 32.7 16.8 11.0 26.0 9.5 9.7 4.9 0.0

Construction 7.1 20.7 18.9 38.3 1.9 0.0 0.5 0.0

Trade, transport and hospitality 20.9 30.0 44.1 24.9 20.2 31.5 31.2 64.9

IT, finance and real estate 7.4 9.1 2.8 1.2 5.9 0.0 1.9 0.0

Professional, scientific, technical and 
administrative activities 9.5 7.2 5.9 2.2 14.5 6.7 9.4 6.2

Public administration, education and 
health 17.8 10.8 5.5 3.8 40.0 30.0 9.3 6.7

Other services 3.3 0.0 8.6 2.7 7.5 22.2 42.8 22.2

Men Women

Age 16-34 35-55 56-64 16-34 35-55 56-64

Agriculture and Livestock 0.6 1.4 2.7 0.0 0.5 1.5

Industry 30.4 32.6 24.5 8.3 10.1 5.7

Construction 6.6 9.3 13.1 1.1 2.0 1.2

Trade, transport and hospitality 25.3 21.6 24.2 27.0 21.5 19.5

IT, finance and real estate 8.0 7.7 3.4 5.8 5.9 2.3

Professional, scientific, technical and 
administrative activities 7.9 8.3 11.9 11.5 14.3 13.9

Public administration, education and 
health 15.7 15.7 18.4 35.1 33.2 46.3

Other services 5.4 3.4 1.9 11.3 12.4 9.7

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.
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BOX 3‑2  Women, industry and internationalisation

Gender equality is a key element to ensure the competitiveness of industrial and inter-
nationalised companies in our territory. Since 2020, SPRI has been leading the Women 
in Manufacturing expert group promoted by the World Manufacturing Foundation, an or-
ganisation based in Milan that aims to spread industrial culture worldwide. One of the 
most recent results is the study Impact of women on industrial competitiveness (Spri, 2023), 
focused on studying the relationship between gender equality and competitiveness in 
companies in the Basque industrial sector. Given the worrying data on the presence of 
women in industry, SPRI decided to undertake this work with the aim of proving one of 
the premises highlighted by UNIDO (United Nations Industrial Development Organiza-
tion) in 2019: gender equality is no longer just a question of human rights, but a funda-
mental issue to ensure competitiveness and economic recovery. The main result of the 
study is that the higher the level of equality in companies, the greater their competitive-
ness.

First, a methodological framework was developed through the design of a composite index 
that correlates dimensions of competitiveness and gender equality through the following 
variables:

COMPETITIVENESS INDEX

SU
B

-IN
D

EX
ES

1. Growth in turnover

2. Employment growth

3. Innovation activity

4. Internationalisation

EQUALITY INDEX

1.  Distribution of women by
department

2.  Distribution of women by post

3.  Equality in selection processes

4.  Work-life balance policies

5.  Commitment to gender equality

Based on this methodology, a study was carried out involving 474 companies in the indus-
trial and/or related services sector. This concluded that, although women represent only 
21 % of employees in companies in the sector, the most competitive companies are more 
egalitarian and show better equality results in the dimensions analysed.

The findings show that companies with higher levels of gender equality are more competi-
tive and perform better in terms of turnover and employment, R&D&I and internation-
alisation, and highlight the following keys to boost competitiveness based on equality: (i) 
horizontal segregation (by department); (ii) vertical segregation (by level of responsibil-
ity); (iii) measures to reconcile work and personal life (flexible working hours, teleworking, 
care leave, etc.); and (iv) internal equality policies (equality plans, committees, training 
and protocols). These results have great potential as a motivational tool for the implemen-
tation of gender equality policies in companies, as it is proven that gender equality is no 
longer just a matter of human rights, but a fundamental issue to ensure competitiveness 
and recovery.
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In order to analyse the impact of gender equality on internationalisation more comprehen-
sively, the study Basque Women in Global (Basque Trade & Investment, SPRI and Basque Gov-
ernment, 2024) was presented in 2024. Its analysis of 280 Basque exporting companies high-
lights the connections between business internationalisation and gender equality, with the 
following main conclusions:

·	 29 % of those employed are women, a positive figure but far from gender parity.

·	 On average, 19 % of people are employed specifically in internationalisation activities, of 
which around 37 % are women. However, the presence of women is greater in other ar-
eas traditionally associated with women: commercial-marketing (42.8 %), area manager 
(40.4 %), and financial and administration departments (58.5 %).

·	 Only 21 % of women hold positions of responsibility in the internationalisation of the 
company, and as the size of the company increases this figure decreases.

·	 Only 16 % of these companies have female general managers, with a lower presence in 
medium-sized companies (6 %). The degree of internationalisation is also a factor, as the 
more internationalised the company, the fewer women there are in general management 
positions.

·	 Management teams are male-dominated, with only 32 % female presence, a ratio that 
worsens as company size increases.

The study therefore identifies gender gaps in internationalised Basque companies, main-
ly in the occupation of positions of greater responsibility and in the personnel structure of 
the internationalisation area, but also in general management. The causes of these gaps and 
the factors to be addressed in the near future could be gender stereotypes in the workplace 
and in work-life balance and care, the masculinisation of the company structure, and the ab-
sence of a vision of equality in the company culture. Similarly, the lack of female leadership 
role models and the lack of female profiles in certain sectors (e.g. STEM) are also relevant. 
These factors are currently being addressed through the B-WOMENIN Global Meeting & Ex‑
panding 2024 programme, developed by Basque Trade & Investment together with SPRI and 
the Basque Government. The programme develops talks and events to reflect on these barri-
ers and facilitate the connection between women who want to develop their careers in inter-
nationalisation.

Source: SPRI (2023) and Basque Trade & Investment, SPRI and Basque Government (2024).

In addition to the differences in terms of working conditions that can be deduced 
from the distribution of the population by sector, there are also those associated 
with the distribution by occupation. Table 3-3 orders occupations according to the 
general level of ability to carry them out. Women are prominent in the top category 
(managers, professionals and technicians) in all age groups except the 56-64 age 
group. However, Graph 3‑8 reveals that it is only in the Professional, scientific, tech-
nical and administrative activities and Public administration, education and health 
sectors that women predominate over men in these management, professional and 
technical positions. Moreover, a more disaggregated analysis of this category reveals 
that only 3 % of women occupy managerial and managerial positions, compared to 
4.4 % of men, and that there is a higher percentage of women than men in the cat-
egory of technicians and scientific and intellectual professionals in health and edu-
cation (corresponding to sectors where, as seen above, the presence of women is in 
the majority).
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With regard to the presence of women in decision-making positions, a report by the 
Association of Businesswomen and Women Managers of Bizkaia (AED, 2024) high-
lights that the growing incorporation of women into the business world has not been 
accompanied by an increase in their presence in decision-making positions: in the 
Basque Country, women do not even represent a quarter (22 %) of the total number 
of positions on company boards of directors, a figure that remains constant with re-
spect to 2022. As for the chairing of these boards, only 13 % are chaired by women, 
with no significant variation since 2021. It is worth noting that only 15 % of compa-
nies with 50 or more employees in the Basque Country have 40 % or more women 
on their Boards of Directors. In companies of this size, the percentage of women in 
management positions remains at 24 % and only 11 % of women hold the position of 
CEO/General Manager.

In the analysis by occupations by age, it can also be seen that the differences by 
age are less significant among men than among women (Table 3-3). In the case of 
women, it is worth noting the higher percentage of older women in elementary oc-
cupations than among women of other ages. This is probably linked to the improve-
ment in the educational level of younger women which allows them to enter occupa-
tions requiring higher skill levels.

Finally, Table 3-3 also shows that people of local origin have occupations that re-
quire higher skill levels than foreigners. Thus, people born in Spain have a greater 
presence in managerial, professional and technical positions. In contrast, those born 
abroad are more present in elementary occupations, which is especially clear in the 
case of women, who often work as cleaners or domestic servants.

TABLE 3-3  Employed population by occupation, gender and place of origin (% employed 16-64 years old, 2023)

Men Women

Origin Spain Rest of 
Europe America

Rest 
of the 
world

Spain Rest of 
Europe America

Rest 
of the 
world

Managers, professionals and technicians 41.0 25.8 11.9 4.6 47.2 34.4 12.3 12.1

Jobs Administrative, service and sales 19.5 8.2 29.8 19.5 39.0 33.9 54.2 51.5

Skilled Skilled agricultural and craft workers 19.9 40.8 25.3 50.6 2.1 1.2 2.5 0.0

Plant and machinery operators and 
assemblers 14.9 23.2 15.3 10.7 2.3 5.0 0.9 0.0

Elementary occupations 4.7 0.0 17.4 14.7 9.4 25.6 30.0 36.4

Men Women

Age 16-34 35-55 56-64 16-34 35-55 56-64

Managers, professionals and technicians 36.2 37.7 37.1 50.8 41.6 36.0

Jobs Administrative, service and sales 23.7 19.4 17.0 36.6 41.7 42.1

Skilled Skilled agricultural and craft workers 20.7 22.2 22.6 1.9 1.9 2.9

Plant and machinery operators and 
assemblers 13.0 15.2 17.0 1.2 3.0 1.0

Elementary occupations 6.4 5.3 6.4 9.4 11.8 18.0

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.
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GRAPH 3‑8  Population in managerial, professional and technical occupations by sector and sex (%, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.

The working conditions of salaried employees also depend on the type of contract 
they have (Graph 3‑9). In this case, among the population of foreign origin, tempo-
rary contracts mostly affect men from the rest of the world and from the Americas. 
In the case of women, however, it is those of local origin, alongside those from the 

GRAPH 3‑9  Type of contract (% employed population 16-64 years, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.
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rest of the world, who are most affected by temporary employment. By age, there is 
a higher prevalence of temporary contracts above all among the younger population. 
On the other hand, only 1.5 % of people have a fixed, set-term contract, and this is 
more common among women (especially older women) than men (although slightly 
more common among young men).

It should be noted that these data do not include the situation of people work-
ing without a contract. This is a situation that probably affects people of foreign 
origin to a greater extent, especially those who are in an irregular administrative 
situation. Thus, EPOE data indicate that 6.1 % of this employed population is not 
affiliated to Social Security and, of the salaried population, 5.5 % do not have a 
contract. These percentages rise to 8 % and 7.4 % respectively in the case of peo-
ple of American origin, suggesting that they are particularly lacking in legal and 
social protection. Th implication is that the precariousness of people of foreign 
origin is higher than that shown in Graph 3‑9. This may be linked to their excep-
tional or irregular administrative situation, since, according to the EPOE, 9.2 % of 
people born outside Europe indicate that they can only access irregular jobs. One 
way to improve their stability and encourage them to enter the labour market on 
a regular basis is through the regularisation of this situation, which is addressed 
in Box 3‑3.

BOX 3‑3  Residence permission on the basis of roots
as a tool to facilitate socio-occupational inclusion

Residence authorisation due to roots can be granted to a person in a situation of adminis-
trative irregularity who has not had a previous residence authorisation since his/her arriv-
al in Spain (profound irregularity) or it can be granted to those in a situation of irregularity 
due to having had a previous authorisation (other than for roots) that could not be renewed 
or modified before its expiry (supervening irregularity). The current regulation governing 
rootedness in Spain is Royal Decree 629/2022 of 26 July, which modified to varying degrees 
the three traditional forms of having roots (social, family and labour) and added roots by 
training (OPI, 2024).

The granting of temporary residence permits on the grounds of having roots is subject to 
two conditions. The first refers to a minimum period of presence in the territory. The sec-
ond is the existence of a reason or exceptional circumstance such as a previous employment 
relationship of a fixed duration (work roots); the existence of family ties with Spanish citi-
zens (family roots); the existence of an employment contract and proof of integration into 
the life of the place where he or she has lived in recent years (social roots); or the commit-
ment to acquire certain qualifications and the subsequent provision of an employment 
contract linked to these qualifications (educational roots). The residence permit that cor-
responds to each authorisation is fundamental because it determines the documentary sta-
bility of the person in Spain (OPI, 2024):

·	 Family roots: Work permit for five years,

·	 Social and work roots: Initial residence and work permit for one year.

·	 Educational roots: Initial authorisation only for residence for one year, extendable for 
a specific training course. Once completed, it leads to a residence and work permit for 
two years, provided that there is a linked work contract.
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According to OPI (2024), 2 386 people were granted residence based on roots in the Basque 
Country in 2013. This figure quintupled in the following decade, rising to 12 039 by the end 
of 2023. While social roots accounted for most authorisations in 2013 (90 %), in 2023 their 
weight dropped to 43 % and family roots became more important (32 %). As for educational 
roots, a little over a year after introduction of this new category it already made up 20.3 % of 
the total: 2 439 people, well above the proportion in Spain as a whole (11 %). However, the 
data do not make it possible to know what percentage are linked to the first phase (training) 
or the second (employment contract).

With regard to the gender differences among persons with residence permits for roots in 
the Basque Country at the end of 2023, women accounted for 48.6 % of the total number of 
persons with permits for roots, being the majority in the case of social roots (52.4 %) and es-
pecially in the case of family roots (57.2 %), while only around a third in the case of employ-
ment roots (36.5 %) and 29.4 % in the case of training roots.

In terms of age, around 70 % were between 25 and 44 years of age, rising to 76.6 % in the case 
of family roots. On the other hand, younger people of working age (16 to 24 years old) repre-
sented 11.8 %, although this percentage rises to 18.5 % in the case of people with training roots.

The average time in irregularity of people who had their first residence permit in 2023 in 
the Basque Country was slightly longer (3.3 years) than in Spain as a whole (2.9 years), with 
this average time in both cases being the shortest since 2013. This time was slightly short-
er among women (3.3 years) than among men (3.4 years). This may be an indicator that the 
new system of permits for roots is effective in reducing the average time spent in an irregular 
situation. However, it should be noted that the estimated time in irregular status of persons 
applying for permits based on roots depends on the minimum time required to apply for it, 
which varies between two (training and work) and three years (social).

One of the most desirable consequences in terms of the social inclusion of foreigners who 
obtain a residence permit based on roots is their incorporation into the labour market as a 
facilitator of their social inclusion. In this sense, the percentage of people affiliated to Social 
Security with initial residence authorisation due to roots out of the total number of people 
with this type of authorisation at the end of 2023 in the Basque Country was 58.5 %, slightly 
lower than in Spain as a whole (60.2 %). These data indicate that there is still room for im-
provement in the incorporation into the labour market of people with residence permits 
due to their roots, which may be associated with level of qualifications or lack of recognition 
of qualifications and professional experience. In general, this also indicates the need for a 
strategy of comprehensive attention to the situation of the group in question.

In this sense, an important factor for the labour market integration of foreigners is the pos-
sibility of validating studies completed outside Spain. This recognition is subject to admin-
istrative procedures and long waiting times because it has traditionally been the responsibil-
ity of the State. Yet as of 1 July 2024, the Basque Country is the only Spanish Autonomous 
Community that will manage applications for the recognition or equivalence of higher edu-
cation qualifications obtained abroad by persons registered in a Basque municipality (Reg-
ulation in Decree 44/2024, of 16 April20). The transfer of this competence to the Basque 
Country represents an opportunity to reduce waiting times in the process, facilitating the 
connection of qualified foreigners with the productive system, their socio-labour inclusion 
and the filling of vacancies by companies.

Source: Own elaboration based on data from OPI (2024).
20

20	 At the date of writing this report, the Supreme Court has agreed, by Order of 23 July 2024, to suspend 
as a precautionary measure the validity of Royal Decree 366/2024, of 9 April, on the extension of func-
tions and services transferred to the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country by Royal Decree 
2808/1980, of 26 September, in the field of education (recognition and declaration of equivalence of de-
grees obtained in the framework of foreign higher education systems), thereby paralysing the admis-
sion of applications, and all other procedures, for the recognition and declaration of equivalence in the 
Basque Country of the aforementioned degrees.
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A final element in working conditions is the length of the working day, which is a de-
termining factor in the wages people receive. As can be seen in Graph 3‑10, having 
a full-time job is more common among men than among women, and among older 
people than among younger people. As in the previously analysed case of inactiv-
ity, the reasons for part-time work vary between groups. Unwanted part-time work 
is more common among women than among men, and among men from the Ameri-
cas. Care work also has a greater impact on women than on men when it comes to 
deciding to work part-time. It is important to note that this has implications not only 
at the present time, reducing the average wage women receive compared to men, 
but will also have implications for the future, as their contribution base is lower and 
may affect their retirement pension.

GRAPH 3‑10  Type of working day (% employed population 16-64 years, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.

3.2.3	 Inclusion and educational attainment

The employment situation of individuals is largely linked to their educational attain-
ment, which, like other elements considered in this section, differs according to the 
groups analysed. Graph 3‑11 shows that the level of university education is higher 
among women than among men, but the levels of basic education are very similar 
because men have comparatively more baccalaureate and vocational training. It is 
also evident that the population of local origin has higher levels of education than 
the foreign population, especially in the case of those who do not come from Europe 
or America. Moreover, it is the people aged between 35 and 55 who have the highest 
levels of education, since among the younger age groups there are people still in ed-
ucation.
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GRAPH 3‑11  Educational level of the population (% population 16-64 years, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.

In the case of people of foreign origin, part of their training was acquired after their 
arrival in the Basque Country and the level of studies attained depends on their place 
of origin (Graph 3‑12). The population of European origin focuses mainly on univer-
sity studies, the American population on vocational training and those from the rest 
of the world are more evenly divided between secondary school, vocational training 
and university studies.

GRAPH 3‑12  Population aged 18+ of foreign origin who have undertaken or are undertaking 
regulated studies in the Basque Country by level of studies to be attained (% population 
undertaking studies, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Statistics on the Population of Foreign Origin (EPOE) of the Department 
of Justice and Human Rights of the Basque Government.
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With regard to Vocational training, the report of the CaixaBank Dualiza-Orkestra 
Vocational Training Observatory (Gamboa Navarro et al., 2023) focused precisely 
on analysing the key role that this has for social inclusion, as it can contribute to 
tackling early school leaving and favour the incorporation of vulnerable groups 
into the labour market. This report indicates that in the 2021-2022 academic year, 
11.4 % of vocational training students were of foreign nationality (a higher per-
centage than in Spain, where it only reached 8.3 %), a percentage that rises to 
30.2 % for basic vocational training. The report also analyses the participation of 
women in vocational training, which in the case of the Basque Country is lower 
than that of men, representing only 34.6 % of students in the aforementioned ac-
ademic year.

Training in scientific-technical areas is of particular interest in the Basque Country 
and, especially, the involvement of women in this type of training. Eustat indicates 
that for the 2022/2023 academic year, 28 % of students were enrolled in STEM de-
gree studies and 34 % of these students were women. In the case of vocational train-
ing, the CaixaBank Dualiza-Orkestra Vocational Training Observatory shows that, for the 
same academic year, 50.6 % of students are enrolled in courses related to STEM pro-
fessions, with only 10.9 % being women.

Despite having advanced training, jobs do not always correspond to the level of train-
ing that people have. Thus, according to the Survey on reconciliation of work, fam-
ily and personal life, 16.4 % of employed women state that their level of education 
is higher than that required for their job. In the case of men this percentage drops 
to 11.8 %, and in the case of people of foreign origin it rises, according to the EPOE, 
to 21.8 % (27.4 % among those born in America). This suggests that we are not mak-
ing the most of the skills of women and people of foreign origin, limiting aspects that 
have an impact on both their own wellbeing and the competitiveness of the territory. 
This is reflected in Graph 3‑13, which shows a high percentage of people with tertiary 
education in occupations requiring lower skill levels. This is more prevalent among 
people of local origin (as their educational level is higher), but is also quite preva-
lent in elementary occupations among people born in the rest of Europe and among 
people of American origin working in plant and machine operator and assembler oc-
cupations. Possible over-qualification is also observed more frequently among the 
younger population.

The type of education you have is not always adapted to what the constantly evolving 
market needs. Thus, it is important to keep training, whether or not you have already 
reached a high level of education, and Graph 3‑14 presents figures on lifelong learn-
ing. In general, in addition to having higher educational attainment, women continue 
with training to a greater extent than men. Although training decreases with age, 
more than 9 % of both men and women aged 56-64 continue to receive some form of 
training. So do people of foreign origin, in some cases, such as men born in the rest 
of Europe and women of American origin, to a greater extent than their local coun-
terparts. This may be due both to their starting from lower educational levels and to 
their studies not being accredited.

Vocational training 
is key to social 
inclusion, as it 
can contribute 
to tackling early 
school drop-out 
and favouring the 
incorporation of 
vulnerable groups 
into the labour 
market

The capacities of 
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people of foreign 
origin are not 
being used to their 
full potential
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GRAPH 3‑13  Educational level of the employed population by occupation (% employed population 16-64 years, 2023)

 
Obligatory education Post-obligatory 

secondary education

Vocational Training University education

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.

GRAPH 3‑14  Lifelong learning (% population 25-64, 2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Labour Force Survey.
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3.2.4	 Summary

Our analysis of inclusion in the human capital lever by gender, age and place of ori-
gin makes it clear that these three elements condition people’s employability and in-
fluence their decisions to enter the labour market, their chances of getting a job and 
their working conditions. The picture revealed by the analysis is highly complex, but 
understanding it is critical to work towards the inclusion of all people in the territo-
rial competitiveness processes that underlie good results, both economically and in 
other dimensions of wellbeing. Summarising the analysis, the main features to take 
into account are:

•	 Employment rates are generally lower among women and among foreign-born 
people.

•	 There is a prevalence of women in care work compared to the low participation 
of men, which has a direct impact on women’s entry into the labour market, espe-
cially among women born in the rest of the world.

•	 The reasons limiting job search differ according to age and place of origin. For 
younger people the main reason is to continue their education, illness limits the in-
termediate age bracket mainly for men, while for women it is also care. Retirement 
is more important for older people, but to a lesser extent for women than for men. 
Foreigners have other obstacles to finding a job, such as work experience, level of 
education and country of origin.

•	 The majority employment status, irrespective of origin, age and gender, is in the 
private sector. In this scenario, there is a higher percentage of salaried women 
in the public sector and a higher percentage of self-employed men and entrepre-
neurs, especially those from Europe and other regions of the world. Despite this, 
both women and men prefer to work in the public sector.

•	 Origin and age make a difference in the type of work activity carried out. Men 
have a greater presence in the industrial sector and women in public administra-
tion (education and health), especially older women. Men and women of American 
and other European origins are employed more in commerce, transportation and 
hospitality, while men born in the rest of the world are more likely to work in con-
struction.

•	 Local people have occupations that require more skills, such as management, 
professional, and technical positions, while foreign people perform more basic oc-
cupations, especially in the case of women. It is only in the sectors of Professional, 
scientific, technical, and administrative activities and Public administration, edu-
cation, and health where women predominate in management, professional, and 
technical positions, and the increasing incorporation of women into the business 
world has not been accompanied by a growth in their presence in decision-making 
positions.

•	 Temporary contracts affect women more than men and, among men, they are 
higher among those of foreign origin. In the case of women, however, it is those 
of local origin, as well as those from the rest of the world, who are most affected 
by temporary employment. This type of contract is also more prevalent among the 
younger population, especially women.

The picture 
revealed is highly 
complex, but 
understanding 
it is critical to 
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the inclusion of 
all people in the 
competitiveness 
processes of the 
territory
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•	 The presence of jobs without a contract or social security affiliation stands out 
among foreign-born people, probably due to their irregular administrative situa-
tion, which limits their access to legal contracts and calls into question their levels 
of legal and social protection.

•	 Full-time work is more prevalent among men and among older people. It 
should be noted that women have greater undesired part-time work than men, 
and the importance of care work among women may be a possible explanation 
for this.

•	 The skills of both women and people of foreign origin are not being exploited to 
the full, which is limiting aspects that have an impact both on their own wellbeing 
and on the competitiveness of the territory. The population of foreign origin has 
lower levels of education than the population of local origin and part of the train-
ing they have has been acquired after their arrival in the Basque Country, with 
people of European origin opting for a higher level of studies (university studies), 
followed by people from the Americas (vocational training).

•	 Women participate in lifelong learning to a greater extent than men. In some 
cases (such as men born in the rest of Europe and women of American origin) peo-
ple of foreign origin also participate to a greater extent than local people; perhaps 
because they start from lower educational levels, because their studies are not 
accredited or because they need to have professional studies or certifications to 
carry out their work and care tasks.

3.3	 Social capital: A lever for inclusive competitiveness

The social and institutional capital lever reflects the system of rules and organisa-
tions that structure social interactions, thus influencing the generation of economic 
and social value in a territory. In this section we analyse – by place of origin – ele-
ments that affect the inclusion of people in the competitiveness processes of a terri-
tory. We do not present results disaggregated by gender or age because no particu-
larly significant differences have been revealed.

The first dimension analysed is trust in people and institutions, important for 
inclusion in the economic and social dynamics that underlie competitiveness 
(Graph 3‑15). Overall trust (on a scale of 1 to 10) is somewhat lower among people of 
foreign origin (5.5) than among people born in the Basque Country (5.9) or the rest of 
Spain (5.8). However, trust in institutions21 is higher among foreign-born people (5.9) 
than among people born in the Basque Country (4.7) and the rest of Spain (5.2). This 
may reflect trust in Basque and Spanish institutions being greater than in those of 
their countries of origin.

21	 Institutions refer to: international institutions such as the UN, trade unions, the Basque Government, 
the Bank, European institutions such as the European Commission, charities such as Caritas, the courts, 
the regional police, the Spanish Government, NGOs such as Greenpeace or Doctors without Borders, 
the national police and the Civil Guard, the Catholic Church, the army, political parties, town councils 
and the media.
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GRAPH 3‑15  Types of trust by origin, (1-10, 2022)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Social Capital Survey.

Table 3-4 looks more closely at networks of friends and family. On the one hand, for-
eigners have the smallest average size of both their extended network (people who 
make up the family they live with, relatives with whom they maintain regular com-
munication and their extended network of friends) and of their close network (rela-
tives with whom they maintain a close relationship and close friends). However, the 
frequency of their personal relationships in the network is very similar to that of local 
people.

TABLE 3-4  Extended network and close network by origin, 2022

  Basque 
Country Rest of Spain Rest of the 

world

Size of extended network (average) 24.8 23.0 19.2

Size of close network (average) 12.6 11.5 8.8

Personal relationships within the network 
(average) 5.0 4.3 4.7

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Social Capital Survey.

Related to these networks of friends and family, indicators of access to support are 
also collected in three areas: financial, health and emotional support (Table 3-5). 
In all areas, the social capital of foreigners is lower than that of those born in the 
Basque Country or the rest of Spain, with financial support being the most difficult to 
access. Perhaps related to the lack of support in these areas, another indicator sug-
gests that people of foreign origin living in the Basque Country have higher average 
of personal independence (7.6) than people from the Basque Country (7.1) and the 
rest of Spain (7.4).

TABLE 3-5  Access to financial, health and emotional support, 2022

Basque 
Country Rest of Spain Rest of the 

world

Access to financial assistance (average) 5.1 4.8 3.8

Access to help for health problems (average) 6.3 5.9 5.1

Access to emotional support (average) 5.8 5.6 4.8

Source: Own elaboration based on the Social Capital Survey.
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Finally, in terms of socio-political interest, there are no differences between foreign 
and local people. On the other hand, foreign-born people have the lowest average 
voter turnout (2.3), due to the fact that only people naturalised as Spaniards have the 
right to participate in political affairs (Graph 3‑16).

GRAPH 3‑16  Socio-political interest and political participation, (0-10, 2022)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Social Capital Survey.

In summary, with the limited data available, our analysis detects a series of features 
with respect to social and institutional capital that may have implications for the in-
clusion of people of different places of origin in the processes of competitiveness 
and wellbeing of the territory:

•	 People of foreign origin show less trust in general than people born in the 
Basque Country or the rest of Spain.

•	 People of foreign origin have greater trust in institutions than people born in the 
Basque Country or the rest of Spain.

•	 Local people have wider personal networks to seek support from, although the 
frequency of personal relationships is similar between the different groups.

•	 People of foreign origin rate their access to financial, health and emotional 
support lower than local people. On the other hand, or as a result of the 
above, people of foreign origin have more personal independence than local 
people.

•	 While interest in socio-political issues is very similar regardless of place of origin, 
different rights mean that people of foreign origin participate much less in elec-
tions.

3.4	 Inclusion in wellbeing indicators

In the previous two sections we have analysed the inclusion of people by gender, age 
and place of origin in human and social capital in order to characterise participation 
in the processes underlying competitiveness in the Basque Country. In this section 
we analyse inclusion from the perspective of access to welfare outcomes, extending 
the analysis of the first chapter to delve deeper into inclusion in wellbeing outcomes 
by gender, age and place of origin.
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3.4.1	 Life satisfaction

The life satisfaction indicator measures subjective feeling regarding quality of life. Al-
though men feel slightly more satisfied with life than women (7.4 and 7.2 out of 10 
respectively), the difference is such that we cannot speak of a gender gap. On the 
other hand, satisfaction decreases as people get older and it is the youngest people 
(16-24 years old) who report being the most satisfied.

3.4.2	 Material life

The material aspects of the lives of people living in a territory are the most obvious 
manifestation of inequality between individuals and groups of people with respect to 
their wellbeing. According to data from the Personal and Family Income Statistics, in 
2021 the personal income of people increases gradually as age increases, with the in-
flection point being found in the 55-59 age bracket, after which there is a decline (as-
sociated with the end of working life) (Graph 3‑17). In terms of gender, there is a wid-
ening gap, with the largest difference in the 70-74 age group, at which age women 
have around half the income of men.

GRAPH 3‑17  Disposable income by gender and age (2021)

Source: Own elaboration based on Eustat Personal and Family Income Statistics.

Graph 3‑18 shows only income from work. This income increases over the lifetimes of 
both men and women up to the 45-49 age bracket. Thereafter it stagnates or declines 
slightly for a decade before falling sharply in the last five years (60-64 years). From the 
youngest age cohort there is a gender pay gap which increases progressively in the fol-
lowing age cohorts up to the age of 39; it stabilises in the 40s and increases again, first 
substantially in the 50-54 age group, and more gradually thereafter. These differences 
are related to aspects of the type of work in which men and women are employed, 
which is discussed above.
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GRAPH 3‑18  Labour income by gender and age (2021)

Source: Own elaboration based on Eustat Personal and Family Income Statistics.

Differences in the type of sectors, occupations or contracts that have been ad-
dressed in the previous analysis of human capital can be reflected in the wages that 
people receive. Thus, in the first block of Table 3-6, we see that people working in the 
service sector earn, on average, 8.6 % per hour less than people working in indus-
try. This gap is even wider in terms of average earnings because in the service sector 
there is more part-time work than in industry. On the other hand, people in medium 
and low-skilled occupations earn around 40 % less than those in high-skilled occupa-
tions (managers, professionals and technicians), both per hour worked and in aver-
age earnings. This combination of factors, among others, contributes to the fact that 
foreign nationals earn on average 34.3 % less than Spaniards and to the fact that the 
wage gap is wider the younger a person is.

In chapter 1 it has been mentioned that the gender pay gap per hour is 8.8 %, and 
this rises to 16.5 % in terms of average earnings, due to more partial work. That is 
only among working people. As the employment rate is lower among women, the 
gap in disposable income is even wider, as we have already seen. Moreover, the 
gender pay gap goes beyond what can be attributed to these factors individually. 
As can be seen in the second block of Table 3-6, there are also wage gaps in each 
of these groups. Thus, the gender pay gap per hour worked in both industry and 
services is very similar to the economy-wide average and the gap in average earn-
ings is somewhat lower in the case of industry. Gender gaps are particularly high 
in low-skilled occupations, possibly because men tend to be industrial labourers 
and women domestic workers with much lower pay conditions. It is only in the 
case of temporary contracts that men’s wages are lower than women’s, perhaps 
linked to the particularly precarious nature of some of the jobs of this nature held 
by men.

Gender pay gaps 
are particularly 
high in low-skilled 
occupations
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TABLE 3-6  Wage gap by sector, occupation, type of contract, nationality, age and gender 
(%, 2022)

With respect to reference 
group Women vs Men

By hour 
worked

By average 
earnings

By hour 
worked

By average 
earnings

Total       8.8 16.5

Sector
Industry -- -- 8.7 10.9

Services 8.6 16.1 8.4 15.1

Occupation

High-skill -- -- 9.3 13.7

Medium-skill 38.9 39.4 15.3 22.4

Low-skill 38.0 40.1 25.6 39.7

Contract
Indefinite -- -- 12.0 19.6

Temporary -2.0 4.5 –10.2 -5.2

Nationality
Spanish n/a -- n/a 17.3

Foreign n/a 34.3 n/a 19.3

Age

From 25 to 34 
years old n/a 27.9 n/a 11.4

From 35 to 44 
years old n/a 12.6 n/a 15.9

From 45 to 54 
years old n/a 3.3 n/a 21.0

55 and over n/a -- n/a 18.2

Note: Positive values indicate that the group under consideration earns the indicated percentage less than the 
reference group.

Source: Own elaboration based on the INE Annual Wage Structure Survey.

As shown in the first chapter, the Basque Country has a low level of poverty and so-
cial exclusion relative to other territories. The real poverty rate stands at 4 % and is 
somewhat higher for men than for women.22 However, the difference between men 
and women is more significant when considering the sex of the reference person in 
the household: 2.9 % of households whose reference person is a man are affected by 
poverty, but this percentage rises to 5.5 % if it is a woman.23 Analysing real poverty by 
age (Graph 3‑19), it can be seen that poverty affects younger households to a greater 
extent (6.1 %) and older households to a lesser extent (1.7 %). But the most signifi-
cant differences are found by place of origin, where the poverty of households with 
foreign-born reference persons (20.5 %) is considerably higher than that of house-
holds with native-born reference persons (1.9 %).

22	 Real poverty refers to those circumstances in which the situations of risk of insufficient coverage of ba-
sic needs that appear in one or other of the different dimensions of poverty (maintenance or accumula-
tion) are not sufficiently compensated in the daily life of the population in such a way that it is possible 
to access a minimum level of wellbeing, outside the experience of poverty (Basque Government, De-
partment of Justice and Human Rights, 2024). 

23	 The term reference person is associated with the person who is indicated in the household, or cohabi-
tation unit, as a reference for the purposes of providing information (Basque Government, Department 
of Justice and Human Rights, 2024).
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it is a foreign-born 
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GRAPH 3‑19  Real poverty by age (2022)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Survey on Poverty and Social Needs of the Department of Justice and 
Human Rights of the Basque Government.

For people of foreign origin, the Statistics on the Population of Foreign Origin 
(EPOE) allows us to identify the typology of their income by three large geographic 
areas (Table 3-7). Singularities are identified for each of the areas. Thus, 18 % of 
people born in Europe report having no income and another 12 % report having 
pensions. For those born in the Americas, 23 % had no income in 2023, a figure 
that rises to 29 % for people from the rest of the world. However, the main source 
of income for all groups is work or rents. This indicates a financially sustainable in-
tegration of migrants in the Basque Country, something that is supported by the 
fact that only around 2 % of people from the Americas and the rest of the world 
have outstanding debts to pay. This is despite the fact that 27.3 % (Americas) 
and 9.8 % (rest of the world) incurred a debt to make their journey to the Basque 
Country.

TABLE 3-7  Type of income of persons of foreign place of origin (%, 2023)

Europe America Rest of the
world

Work or rents 64 67 49

Unemployment 4 3 4

Pensions 12 3 5

Government subsidies or other assistance 2 5 13

No income 18 23 29

Source: Own elaboration based on the Foreign Population Statistics (EPOE) of the Department of Justice and 
Human Rights of the Basque Government.

Another indicator of the social and financial integration of migrants is home own-
ership. However, the residential situation of the foreign population of the Basque 
Country in 2023 is concentrated in rented accommodation to a much greater ex-
tent than the Basque Country average (Table 3-8). There is a very significant differ-
ence in the percentage of households with a fully paid-for property depending on the 
people’s place of origin (54 % average in Basque Country households and only 3.3 % 
in those born outside Europe). This situation could be associated, on the one hand, 
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with length of stay in the Basque Country, and, on the other hand, with the lower 
quality jobs of immigrants, which translate into lower wages and greater precarious-
ness (see section 3.4.3). In this scenario, it is also necessary to highlight that 72.4 % of 
homeless people were of foreign origin in 2022, mostly men (76.7 %), of whom more 
than half are between 18 and 29 years of age (56 %).

TABLE 3-8  Home ownership by origin (%, 2023)

Average 
of Basque 
Country

households
Europe America

Rest of 
the

world

Owned and fully paid for 54 12.6 3.7 2.9

Owned with outstanding payments 26 34.2 19.4 14.5

Renting 14 45.1 63 66.7

Other situation (free loan, etc.) 2 3.4 4.3 3.5

Shared -- 4.7 9.6 12.3

Source: Own elaboration based on the EUSTAT Housing Needs and Demands Survey and the Survey of the 
Population of Foreign Origin (EPOE) of the Basque Government Department of Justice and Human Rights.

Another key aspect of housing is it being in condition, being able to heat it to an ad-
equate temperature, to maintain it, and not suffering from space problems. In 2023, 
all these indicators are worse in dwellings of people of foreign origin than for all 
dwellings in the Basque Country, especially in dwellings of people whose origin is the 
rest of the world, which have higher humidity (29.3 %), cold in winter (39 %), delays in 
maintenance payments (21.3 %) and an inadequate space (45 %) (Table 3-9). With re-
gard to the problem of noise in the surroundings of the dwelling, Basque households 
as a whole show a higher incidence (8.1 %), and it is people of American origin who 
perceive the greatest social problems in the surroundings of their dwellings (7.5 %), 
followed by people from the rest of the world (6.1 %).

TABLE 3-9  Housing conditions and housing environment by place of origin (%, 2023)

Average 
of Basque 
Country

households 
(2022)

Europe America
Rest of 

the
world

House with moisture problems 12.4 17.5 22.8 24.6

Cold in winter 8.2 15.6 35.9 39

Delayed maintenance payments 4.6 6.2 19.7 21.3

Inadequate space 13.3 20.8 30.4 45

Noise problems in the housing environment 8.1 7.4 6.6 5.9

Social problems in the housing environment 5.4 3.8 7.5 6.1

Source: Own elaboration based on the Survey on Poverty and Social Needs and the Survey of the Population 
of Foreign Origin (EPOE) of the Department of Justice and Human Rights of the Basque Government.

Access to housing is also a major challenge for young people in the Basque Coun-
try. The Survey on housing needs and conditions shows that 83 % of the residential 
needs detected in the Basque Country in 2023 were of people between 18 and 44 
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years of age who have not yet left the family home and who need to access their first 
home. Indeed, the average age of emancipation was 29.3 years in 2023, 0.4 years 
younger than in 2021 and 3 years older than the European average.

3.4.3	 Employment

Employment is a critical factor of inclusion, enabling the economic resources that con-
dition material life discussed above and possibilities for professional and personal ful-
filment. Moreover, given the large proportion of our time that we devote to work, satis-
faction (or not) with work can have an important impact on our wellbeing. As shown in 
Table 3-10 there is no major difference between women and men in terms of job sat-
isfaction in 2023: 8.1 % of women and 8.2 % of men report being dissatisfied with their 
jobs.24 Compared to 2018, there has been an increase of 1.1 percentage points for 
women 1.9 percentage points for men. In addition, a higher percentage of men than 
women say that they face conflictive situations at work (7.8 % and 5.5 % respectively).

TABLE 3-10  Dissatisfaction with job by gender (2023)

Men Women 

Job dissatisfaction (%) 8.2 8.1

Change in job dissatisfaction 2018-23 (p.p.) 1.9 1.1

Conflict situations at work (%) 7.8 5.5

Source: Own elaboration based on the BAC-ESVAC Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of 
Health.

To make a similar analysis with respect to age groups, Eustat’s Survey on the Recon-
ciliation of work, family and personal life reports on job satisfaction. As can be seen 
from Graph 3‑20 there are almost no differences in overall job satisfaction by age 
group. However, people over 35 years of age are more satisfied with their jobs in 
terms of stability, while they are less satisfied in terms of job promotion.

GRAPH 3‑20  Job satisfaction by age (2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Survey on the Reconciliation of work, family and personal life.

24	 Data from the Basque Country Health Survey (ESCAV) 2023 are standardised according to the age distri-
bution of the population of the Basque Country in 2022.
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Another relevant aspect in the analysis of employment is the gender gap in job in-
security, which in 2023 is 4 percentage points, with 31.5 % of women and 27.6 % of 
men reporting job insecurity.25 Precariousness decreases with age but is higher for 
women than for men in all age groups. In 2023, 86.2 % of women and 69.9 % of men 
aged between 15 and 24 years report job insecurity, compared to 22.5 % and 27.3 % 
for men and women aged 45-64 years respectively.

One of the elements that may explain these differences in perceived precariousness 
and job dissatisfaction has been analysed in section 3.2 on human capital. Objective 
job conditions are generally worse for women and, in some respects, especially for 
younger people. This confirms the perceptions of precariousness discussed here, but 
is not, however, reflected in differentiated levels of job satisfaction, indicating that 
there are other factors, both objective and subjective, that affect job satisfaction.

3.4.4	 Social life

Dedication to domestic and care work, as well as elements related to work-life bal-
ance, are aspects that have an important impact on satisfaction with social life, as 
they affect the availability of free time to devote to relationships with other people, 
leisure, sport, hobbies, etc.

Looking first at the daily hours spent on childcare activities, in 2023 employed 
women spent 4.7 hours per day and men 3.6 hours per day. Employed women also 
spend more hours per day on household chores: 2 hours per day compared to 1.6 
hours per day for employed men. As for caring for dependants, employed men 
spend 1.9 hours a day on this task, compared with 2.3 hours a day for employed 
women. It can be observed that, logically, the older the employed population is, the 
more hours they devote to this type of care on a daily basis.

By age, employed people between 16 and 24 spend the most hours (6), followed by 
employed people between 25 and 44 years (4.6) (Graph 3‑21). This is because this is 

GRAPH 3‑21  Hours spent on domestic work, employed population, by age (2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Survey on the Reconciliation of work, family and personal life.

25	 Job insecurity is measured in the ESCAV using the Mini EPRES questionnaire, as the combination of six 
factors: temporality, salary, disempowerment, vulnerability and rights and the ability to exercise rights 
(Basque Government. Department of Health, 2024).
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the age at which it is most common to have young children who require care. This 
greater dedication to childcare means that women feel that they have been or 
may be more disadvantaged by issues related to maternity, paternity and parental 
leave.

The degree of satisfaction with the daily time spent on these three forms of domes-
tic work is similar for men and women (Table 3-11), but there is a difference in the 
degree of satisfaction with tasks performed by spouses: men (7.6) are more satisfied 
than women (6.2), which may imply that men are more satisfied with the overall divi-
sion of tasks than women.

TABLE 3-11  Satisfaction with time spent on reconciliation issues by gender (2023)

Men Women

Childcare 6.6 6.6

Household chores 6.4 6.2

Care of dependent persons 5.8 5.5

Spouse/partner household chores 7.6 6.2

Source: Own elaboration based on the Eustat Survey on the Reconciliation of work, family and personal life.

Possibly because of this disparity in the time spent on care and household tasks, 
women’s satisfaction with the time they spend on their personal life (5.6) is lower 
than that of men (6.1). However, when the data includes people not in employment, 
the gender differences disappear, since, according to the Personal Wellbeing Survey, 
the average satisfaction of men is 6.6 and that of women 6.5. People over 65 years of 
age enjoy their leisure time the most (7.6), followed by younger people, with working-
age people being the least satisfied with their leisure time, especially the 35-49 age 
group (5.7) (Graph 3‑22).

GRAPH 3‑22  Leisure time satisfaction by age (2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the EUSTAT Personal Wellbeing Survey.

To conclude this section, we analyse the variation by gender and age in some psy-
chosocial factors affecting social life. In 2023, the prevalence of lack of social sup-
port returns to similar values as in 2013 and 2007 for men and women. Lack of 
confidential support (possibility of having people to communicate with) is 0.1 per-
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centage point higher in men than in women (10.7 % versus 10.6 %), while lack of af-
fective support (demonstrations of love, affection and empathy) is 0.1 percentage 
point higher in women than in men (9.2 % and 9.1 % respectively). Compared to 2018, 
all age groups have worsened in terms of both social support and affective support 
(Graph 3‑23).

GRAPH 3‑23  Psychosocial factors by gender and age (2018-2023)

Source: Own elaboration based on the BAC-ESVAC Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of Health.

3.4.5	 Health

In this section we analyse people’s self-perception of health, disaggregated by gen-
der and age, to better understand inclusion in this critical dimension of wellbeing. In 
2023, the percentage of women who perceive their health as good (78.1 %) is lower 
than that of men (82.0 %), and this perception worsens with age for both women and 
men. As can be seen from Table 3-12 perceptions of good health for all age groups 
and for both sexes have decreased in 2023.

An element of growing concern is mental health, measured in terms of the preva-
lence of symptoms of anxiety and depression, which has significantly worsened in 
both sexes. Poor mental health negatively affects a person’s cognitive, behavioural, 
emotional, social and relational wellbeing and functioning, as well as their physical 
health and personal identity. As a result, a person’s ability to participate in work may 
be impaired, as there may be a decrease in productivity and performance, the abil-
ity to work safely, or difficulties in retaining or obtaining employment. In women, the 
prevalence of poor mental health is 26.5 % in 2023 while, in men, the prevalence is 
17.7 %. Furthermore, the percentage of people with prevalence of anxiety and de-
pressive symptoms is higher in older people, with a higher percentage in women 
for all age groups. In terms of evolution, it is worrying that, between 2018 and 2023, 
the perception of good health has declined in both men and women and for all age 
groups and, in turn, the prevalence of symptoms of anxiety and depression has in-
creased, also across the board (Table 3-12).
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TABLE 3-12  Self-perception of health by gender and age, 2018-2023

Men Women

15-24 
years

25-44 
years 

old

45-64 
years 

old

65-74 
years

75 
and 
over

15-24 
years

25-44 
years 

old

45-64 
years 

old

65-74 
years

75 
and 
over

Evolution of the perception of good health 
(p.p) –4.8 –3.3 –5.6 –3.4 –1.9 –3.3 –4.8 –5 –3.8 –3.1

Evolution of mental health (prevalence of 
anxiety and depression symptoms) (p.p) 7.9 6.8 8.5 9.3 7.1 5.8 0.7 9.7 7.8 7.6

Source: Own elaboration based on the BAC-ESVAC Health Survey of the Basque Government Department of Health.

3.4.6	 Summary

Our analysis of inclusion by gender, age and place of origin has explored access to 
wellbeing outcomes in five dimensions: life satisfaction, material life, employment, 
social life and health. The following main features of the current situation in the 
Basque Country stand out:

•	 Men have slightly better life satisfaction than women.

•	 Women in general have lower incomes than men, and very young and very old 
people also have fewer material resources.

•	 There is a pay gap for foreign nationals, and the younger the person is, the higher 
the pay gap. On the other hand, the gender pay gap is higher in low-skilled occu-
pations, which may be due to women in these occupations being concentrated in 
care work, while men in these categories work in industry.

•	 Real poverty varies not only by gender and age, but also by place of origin. 
Households headed by women have higher poverty than those headed by men, 
and households headed by people under 35 have higher poverty than those 
headed by older people. But it is households headed by people of foreign origin 
that are most susceptible to poverty.

•	 These economic difficulties are reflected in access to housing, which has two as-
pects. On the one hand, it is difficult for people born in the Basque Country, es-
pecially young people, to own their own home. However, owning a home is even 
more improbable for people of foreign origin, who mainly have access to housing 
through renting. On the other hand, the dwellings used by people of foreign origin 
are in worse condition in terms of humidity and cold.

•	 Barriers to access to housing hinder the emancipation of young people.

•	 Women have lower job satisfaction, but men’s job satisfaction has worsened 
more than that of women. Women also have fewer conflict situations at work than 
men.

•	 Inequality is detected in the distribution of domestic work between men and 
women, mainly in the care of children, with employed women dedicating more 
time per day than men. The degree of satisfaction of both with the daily time they 
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dedicate to different forms of domestic work is similar, but it is employed men 
who are more satisfied with the time their spouses or partners dedicate to these 
tasks. This may imply that employed women are less satisfied than employed men 
in relation to their leisure time.

•	 Men have a better self-perception of their health than women at all ages. The 
prevalence of symptoms of anxiety and depression, which can impact on social, 
emotional and employment relationships, has increased in recent years and is 
higher in women than in men.

The prevalence 
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relationships, has 
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The aim of the Basque Country Competitiveness Reports is twofold. On the one 
hand, we want to characterise the current state of competitiveness and welfare in 
the Basque Country, providing as up-to-date a view as possible of the results we have 
achieved in the territory and the state of the factors that will affect future competi-
tiveness and welfare. On the other hand, each year we explore a specific topic, rele-
vant in the current context, in order to identify key challenges and opportunities that 
we are facing and to provide clues on how to address them.

This year, the specific theme we have explored in depth is that of inclusion, a com-
plex issue that cuts across our competitiveness for wellbeing framework. The aim 
has been to better understand the situation in the Basque Country so that both 
the process of building competitiveness and its welfare outcomes can be truly in-
clusive. The analysis is based on the argument that inclusive competitiveness and 
inclusive wellbeing are two sides of the same coin and that one cannot be under-
stood without the other. If we want to ensure inclusiveness in wellbeing outcomes, 
we need to foster inclusiveness in the processes that underlie competitiveness, and 
vice versa.

Economic and business competitiveness

The Basque Country’s economic and business competitiveness remains very ro-
bust overall. In the years since the pandemic, the Basque Country’s GDP per cap-
ita (€42 159 in PPP in 2023) has widened its positive gap with the European av-
erage (111 %), maintains a similar gap with Spain (125 %), and has narrowed the 
negative gap with Germany (96 %). This performance is marked by improvements 
in productivity, both in the economy as a whole and in the manufacturing sec-
tor, resulting in a reduction in unit labour costs and an improvement in corporate 
profitability (with positive implications for tax revenues and firms’ ability to in-
vest).

Furthermore, although the general entrepreneurship rate is still below the levels 
of Spain or Europe, the Basque Country has a good performance in technological 
entrepreneurship and high-growth companies. Likewise, the number of compa-
nies with more than 5 employees is growing, so the average size of companies is 
increasing. This makes it easier to tackle competitiveness strategies for which busi-
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ness size is relevant, such as internationalisation or innovation strategies. In fact, 
with regard to internationalisation results, despite the decline in exports in 2023 af-
ter the post-pandemic peak, the positioning of the Basque Country with respect to 
the EU‑27 average has improved considerably over the last few years and even in 
2023.

Innovation in SMEs continues to be an area of weakness for the Basque Country. 
However, there has been an increase in the percentage of SMEs that innovate in both 
product and process innovation. The gap with European peers is widest in the case 
of small companies, while in medium-sized companies the disadvantage remains, 
especially in organisational and marketing innovations. The strategies adopted by 
Basque SMEs are low-risk and low-disruption, and the barriers they perceive to inno-
vation have more to do with the high costs of innovation and the existence of other 
priorities than with knowledge.

Foster innovation and productivity: Innovation in SMEs is a strategic issue due to its criti-
cal role in generating sustained increases in the productivity of the economic fabric in the 
medium and long term. It is necessary to continue fostering an innovative culture, support-
ing the reduction of costs associated with innovation, simplifying regulation and bureau-
cracy, and promoting the organisational and marketing innovations that are complementa-
ry to product and process innovations. In particular, it is necessary to focus these efforts on 
smaller companies.

Wellbeing

In the case of wellbeing results, the picture is mixed. The Basque Country is positioned 
on a par with or above the European average in 11 of the 17 indicators for which com-
parative data are available, evidence that we have comparatively high levels of wellbe-
ing. However, in around half of the indicators, the evolution of the Basque Country in 
the last year is negative.

Strong performance in the employment dimension, which is closing the gap with 
Europe, and in adult learning, stand out. However, there is a decline in the educa-
tional performance of young people according to the results of the PISA report. In 
social life, the positive evolution of trust in people can be highlighted, despite some 
increase in crime. The level of performance in the health dimension is still compar-
atively very good, but there is some deterioration in the indicators. The position in 
terms of material life is also generally good, but there are worrying elements, such as 
the fact that median household income has fallen in the last two years, despite good 
growth in GDP per capita. It is in the environment dimension where the worst evo-
lution of indicators is observed, both in absolute terms (higher levels of greenhouse 
gas emissions and air pollutants) and in comparison with the evolution of these indi-
cators in the EU‑27.

A look at how levels of wellbeing change depending on income and education levels 
reveals the great difficulties of access to housing, even among those with an income, 
a university education or a permanent occupation, and the prevalence of symptoms 
of anxiety and depression, a measure of mental health, among those with lower in-
comes.
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Address threats to wellbeing: Despite high levels of wellbeing achieved in the Basque Coun-
try, and improvements made in recent years in a weak area like employment, it is important 
to be aware of threats to this wellbeing. These include negative trends and inequalities in 
aspects of health, the difficulties of access to housing, and the educational performance of 
young people. The challenges are especially acute in the environmental dimension of well-
being. Here, in line with the conclusions of our previous Competitiveness Report (Orkestra, 
2023), there is a need to accelerate, in an ordered way, the green transition of our society, be-
ing mindful of the social impacts of this transition.

Competitiveness and wellbeing levers

In our framework the dynamic levers are those areas where governments, busi-
nesses and other actors can act to improve competitiveness and wellbeing out-
comes. The levers of physical capital, social capital and, especially, human capital are 
in good shape in the Basque Country. The human capital lever starts from better lev-
els than in Europe and there is an improvement in all indicators related to both edu-
cation and employment. The evolution of the physical capital lever is also generally 
positive, as are the aspects related to cooperation that are included in the social capi-
tal lever, where a positive evolution is observed, but with a decline in the perception 
of the quality of government.

The finance lever presents a mixed picture, with good performance in terms of com-
panies’ net worth and accumulated outward investment, but with a decline in the 
stock of inward foreign investment, which may indicate difficulty in attracting foreign 
financing.

The greatest challenges are to be found in the knowledge and natural capital le-
vers. In the former, the focus of patents on environmental technologies is positive 
and the level of publications is above the European and German average. The chal-
lenges lie in the level of both R&D expenditure and patents, and in specific areas 
related to digitalisation. While the Basque Country has strengths in terms of the 
digital skills of the population and, above all, infrastructures, as well as some ele-
ments of the digitisation of public services, it lacks ICT specialists and is behind in 
some aspects of business digitisation, such as the use of big data, the cloud and Ar-
tificial Intelligence (AI).

In the natural capital lever, while the Basque Country is above the European aver-
age in most of the indicators analysed, progress in the last year is lower than in the 
EU‑27. The greatest challenge has to do with the share of renewable energies, which 
is below the EU‑27 average and has worsened more than the EU‑27 average. Indeed, 
the gap has not narrowed in the last decade.
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Strengthen digital-technological-green competitiveness: Without forgetting the other levers of 
competitiveness and wellbeing, there is a clear need to prioritise actions and strategies, on 
the part of the different actors in the Basque ecosystem, that strengthen the levers of nat-
ural capital and knowledge. Investment in R&D and the commercialisation of new knowl-
edge must be accompanied by a special sensitivity to sustainability and digitalisation so that 
our industry can position itself at the forefront of the transition towards a new digital-tech-
nological-green competitiveness. Moreover, the challenge of moving towards an energy sys-
tem with a higher share of renewable energies implies technological, social and behavioural 
changes. These can favour inclusive wellbeing in several ways, such as consumer empower-
ment, the generation of new employment opportunities or positive effects on air quality and 
people’s health.

Inclusion, driver of competitiveness and wellbeing in a 
changing demographic context

In 2024, in the Basque Country, we find ourselves with a very different population 
to that of the early 1970s. On the one hand, although the proportion of people of 
working age is similar (60 %), the high percentage of young people has been re-
placed by a larger group of older people. On the other hand, while at the beginning 
of this century only 2 % of the population of the Basque Country was foreign-born, 
in 2023 this figure rose to 12 %. Finally, the profile of people of foreign origin has 
been diversifying and, at present, out of every 10 people of foreign origin, approxi-
mately 3 are women of American origin, 2 are men of American origin, another two 
are men from the rest of the world (especially the Maghreb) and the other three 
are a woman from the rest of the world and a man and a woman of European ori-
gin.

The combination of a much older population and a much more diverse population 
in terms of place of origin has important implications for the role of inclusion in the 
competitiveness and wellbeing of our territory. Inclusive competitiveness is under-
stood as the process by which all people in a territory can participate by giving the 
best of themselves in the generation of value, both within the market and outside it. 
Thus, in territories with inclusive competitiveness, all people can participate in the 
construction of the welfare results that they also enjoy.

To analyse inclusion as a driver of competitiveness and wellbeing it is therefore cru-
cial to address both participation and access. Inclusion as access is associated with 
wellbeing outcomes, while inclusion as participation is associated with the dynamic 
levers of competitiveness, especially human and social capital.

To deepen empirical analysis of inclusion in the Basque Country, in this Report we 
have focused on people, those who ultimately experience inequality and exclu-
sion, and who can participate in the construction of competitiveness and wellbe-
ing. Recognising the complexity of analysing the inclusion of all people, we have 
focused our analysis on inclusion according to people’s age, gender and place 
of origin, three demographic characteristics that are related to some of the criti-
cal challenges and opportunities for competitiveness and wellbeing in the Basque 
Country.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Embrace diversity: In a changing demographic scenario, it is particularly important to ac-
tively work on the inclusion of all people in competitiveness processes. This inclusion, by 
gender, of immigrants, of different ages, etc., increases the likelihood of raising activity rates 
and meeting the challenges faced by companies in their generational transitions and in the 
search for talent of all kinds, thus contributing to the generation of competitiveness and 
wellbeing. Furthermore, it is important to learn how to effectively manage (and lead) this di-
versity in companies and other organisations to harness its potential benefits for organisa-
tional performance, innovation, and internationalisation.

Inclusion as participation in the processes of building 
competitiveness

Our analysis of inclusion in the human capital levers by gender, age and place of ori-
gin makes it clear that these three elements affect people’s labour market entry deci-
sions, possibilities of finding employment and working conditions.

Employment rates are generally lower among women and among foreign-born peo-
ple. In the case of women, their greater dedication to care work has a direct impact 
on their incorporation into the labour market. Foreign-born people face other obsta-
cles in finding work, such as work experience, level of education and regularisation 
processes.

With regard to the type of work carried out, men have a greater presence in the 
industrial sector and women in the public administration (education and health) 
and in the category of technicians and scientific professionals. Men and women of 
American and other European origins are more likely to be employed in commerce, 
transportation, and hospitality, while men born in the rest of the world are more 
likely to work in construction. Foreign women, and particularly American women, 
have a greater presence in other services, which includes domestic workers. It is 
people of local origin who have more skill-intensive occupations, working in mana-
gerial, professional and technical positions, while foreign-born people tend to work 
in more elementary occupations. The increasing incorporation of women into the 
business world has not been accompanied by a growth in their presence in deci-
sion-making positions.

With regard to the type of contract, the rate of temporary contracts affects more 
women than men, and among men it is higher among those of foreign origin. This 
type of contract is also more common among the younger population. Moreover, 
full-time contracts are more common among men and among older people, while 
women have a higher rate of undesired part-time work. Among people of foreign ori-
gin, the presence of jobs without a contract or social security affiliation stands out, 
probably due to their irregular legal status.

In terms of skills, the population of local origin has higher levels of education than 
those of foreign origin. Moreover, while the percentage of women is higher in tertiary 
education, the percentage of men is greater in non-tertiary post-compulsory educa-
tion. Likewise, the percentage of women in continuing education is higher than that 
of men. However, both men (11.8 %) and women (16.4 %) and people of foreign ori-
gin (21.8 %) report that their educational level is higher than that required for their 
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job. Therefore, it seems that people’s skills are not being used to the full, especially 
those of women and people of foreign origin. This impacts both their own wellbeing 
and the competitiveness of the territory.

Finally, when comes to social and institutional capital, people of foreign origin show 
less trust in general than people born in the Basque Country, but more trust in insti-
tutions. On the other hand, local people have wider personal networks and better ac-
cess to financial, health and emotional support. On the other hand, or as a result of 
the above, people of foreign origin have greater personal independence than local 
people. While interest in socio-political issues is very similar regardless of origin, the 
regulation of voting rights means that people of foreign origin participate less in elec-
tions.

Build on the skills of all people: The analysis indicates that we are not harnessing the partic-
ipation or capacities of all people living in the Basque Country, in particular women and 
people of foreign origin. It points to the need to work on the obstacles to the participa-
tion of these groups, in line with their capacities and the needs of the territory. In the case 
of women these barriers include the distribution of care tasks, while in the case of foreign-
ers it is particularly important to seek solutions to their administrative situation, to foster 
their personal networks, and to ensure access to support and training opportunities that 
are well aligned with the needs of companies (particularly through the vocational training 
system).

Inclusion as access to wellbeing outcomes

Our analysis of inclusion by gender, age and place of origin has explored access to 
wellbeing outcomes in five dimensions: life satisfaction, material life, employment, 
social life and health.

On the one hand, there are no major differences in life satisfaction between women 
and men. However, in material life, women in general have less income than men 
and real poverty is higher in female-headed households. Incomes are lower and pov-
erty higher also among younger people, but it is households headed by people of 
foreign origin that are most susceptible to poverty. There is a wage gap of 34.3 % 
for people of foreign nationality and of 27.9 % for people aged 25-34 years with re-
spect to those aged 55 and above. These results translate into difficulties in accessing 
housing: home ownership is difficult, especially for young people, and this difficulty is 
even greater for people of foreign origin.

In the area of employment, women have lower job satisfaction, but men’s job satis-
faction has worsened more in recent years. In the area of health, men have a better 
self-perception of their health than women at all ages. In addition, the prevalence of 
symptoms of anxiety and depression, which can have an impact on social, emotional 
and work relationships, is higher among women than among men and also higher in 
the 45-64 age group.

Finally, with regard to social life, we detect an inequality in the distribution of do-
mestic work between men and women, mainly in terms of childcare, with employed 
women having a greater daily dedication than men.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Increase inclusion in wellbeing outcomes: In a context of high overall levels of wellbeing, there 
are some aspects of access to various dimensions of wellbeing by different groups in society 
that demand attention to achieve truly inclusive wellbeing. In particular, the need to con-
tinue to address the gender gap in income, to find solutions to the great difficulties faced by 
young people and people of foreign origin in accessing housing, and to better understand 
the causes of the higher prevalence of mental health problems among women.

In summary, the Report presents a vision of a territory with comparatively good 
and relatively inclusive outcomes in economic competitiveness and wellbeing. Re-
inforcing the results of previous years’ reports, the great challenges lie in the levers 
of knowledge and natural capital and in the results of innovation and the environ-
ment. But to work on these and other competitiveness challenges in our current 
and changing demographic scenario, it is especially important to actively work on 
the inclusion of all people in competitiveness processes, making better use of all 
current capabilities, and enhancing skills through lifelong learning. It also implies 
learning how to effectively manage diversity in our companies and organisations, 
and to generate the right leadership in diversity contexts. There are multiple plans 
and policies dedicated to different dimensions of inclusion, each with a role in this 
process. In the search for inclusive competitiveness that can generate inclusive 
wellbeing it will be especially important to work on the connections, contradictions 
and synergies between theses plans and policies in order to align the needs of the 
territory from an economic-business competitiveness perspective with the wellbe-
ing needs of its people.
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International exports of goods and services (% GDP) International trade balance of goods and services (% GDP)
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Evolución de los indicadores de bienestar
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Vida Material: 
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Employment: 
Unemployment rate 
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Rate of crime against property (per 100 000 inhabitants)
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Health: 
Perceived health status (% of people in good or very good health) Life expectancy at birth (years)
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Municipal waste recycling rate (%)
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Inclusion in terms of wellbeing

In this annex we present data on inclusion in terms of wellbeing by gender, income 
and educational attainment.

Persons 18-44 years old in need of access to a first home by level of education and relationship to economic activity by 
educational level (2023)

Women Men

No 
education / 

Primary 
education

Profes‑
sional 

studies

Second‑
ary 

studies

Univer‑
sity 

studies

No 
education / 

Primary 
education

Profes‑
sional 

studies

Second‑
ary 

studies

Univer‑
sity 

studies

With some income or 
income of their own 13.1 38.6 13.6 34.7 7.1 21.1 12.2 59.6

With insufficient/
unstable income 16 41 12.1 31.1 6.7 18.9 13.6 60.8

Wellbeing in employment by earnings and educational attainment (2023)

Income level (quintile)

Women Men

V 
(Low) IV III II I 

(High)
V 

(Low) IV III II I 
(High)

Job dissatisfaction (%) 11.4 11.1 8.1 4 4.1 13 9 9.7 11.3 2.7

Level of education

Women Men

Pri‑
mary

Lower 
second‑

ary

Upper 
second‑

ary

Univer‑
sity

Pri‑
mary

Lower 
second‑

ary

Upper 
second‑

ary

Univer‑
sity

Job dissatisfaction (%) 6 8.5 10.4 5.4 2.8 16.5 10.3 5.7

Annex 3
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Self-perception of health by income and educational attainment (2023)

Income

Women Men 

V
(Low) IV III II I 

(High)
V

(Low) IV III II I 
(High)

Health-related quality of life (%) 72.3 72.2 76.2 76.3 77.8 76.3 75.1 76.5 78.4 79.8

Mental health (prevalence of anxiety and 
depression symptoms) (%) 27.8 29.9 22.3 20.9 24.5 26.9 18.9 18.1 16.5 10.3

Level of education

Women Men 

Primary
Lower 

second‑
ary

Upper 
second‑

ary

Univer‑
sity Primary

Lower 
second‑

ary

Upper 
second‑

ary

Univer‑
sity

Health-related quality 
of life (%) 77.8 76.3 76.2 72.2 79.8 78.4 76.5 75.1

Mental health 
(prevalence of anxiety 
and depression 
symptoms) (%)

24.5 20.9 22.3 29.9 10.3 16.5 18.1 18.9
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Competitiveness levers

Natural capital:

Energy intensity (tonnes of oil equivalent/M€)
Share of renewable energy in gross final energy 
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Gross value added in environmental goods and services sector 
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Financing: 
Equity-to-assets ratio (median, %) Stock of inward foreign direct investment (FDI) (% GDP)
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WOS scientific publications per million inhabitants 
(three-year average)

Percentage of EPO patents in environmental technologies 
(% total patents)

pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

 / 
M

 in
ha

b.

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
1000

2000

3000

4000

Clarivate/InCites/Web of Science; Eurostat/Demography
Elaboración Orkestra

%
 to

ta
l p

at
en

ts

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2012 2014 2016 2018 2020
10

12.5

15

17.5

20

Elaboración propia a partir OCDE/REGPAT
Elaboración Orkestra

Human capital:

Medical personnel (per 100k inhabitants)
Population aged 25-34 with upper secondary or tertiary 

education (ISCED 3-8) (%)

m
ed

ic
al

 d
oc

to
rs

 / 
10

0k
 in

ha
b.

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2012 2014 2016 2018 2020
300

350

400

450

500

550

600

Eurostat
Elaboración Orkestra

%

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
60

70

80

90

100

Eurostat/Labour Force Survey
Elaboración Orkestra

Population aged 25-34 with tertiary education (ISCED 5-8) (%) Employment rate (% population 15-64 years) 

%

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
20

30

40

50

60

70

Eurostat/Labour Force Survey
Elaboración Orkestra

%
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 
15

-6
4 

ye
ar

s

Basque Country Spain
Germany EU-27
Baden-Würtemberg Upper Austria

2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
50

60

70

80

90

INE/Encuesta de Población Activa; Eurostat/Labour Force Survey
Elaboración Orkestra

https://www.orkestra.deusto.es/competitiveness-observatory/es/ES21/indicator-detail-ex/866


107

Annex 4

Percentage of employed people with ICT skills (%) Percentage of ICT graduates (%)
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