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1. The Lisbon Strategy for growth and jobs  

In 2000, the Lisbon European Council set out the strategic goal to become the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world. This became known as the “Lisbon Strategy"
1
.  

In order to reach this goal, the European Union had chosen a governance approach that allowed EU 

Member States to develop their own policies within EU goals. Guidelines, specific timetables for 

achieving the goals and a reporting and surveillance mechanism were set at European level. These 

European guidelines were translated into national and regional policies by setting specific targets and 

adopting measures, taking into account national and regional differences. The Broad Economic Policy 

Guidelines (BEPGs)
2
 serve as a tool to coordinate European Economic Policy. Since 2005

3
 the BEPGs 

are combined with the Employment Guidelines to the Integrated Guidelines (IGL).  

Together with the launch of the Lisbon Strategy the role of benchmarking as means of improving the 

implementation record of structural reforms increased. First, policy makers were enthusiastic and 

optimistic that such kind of policy making based on quantitative indicators (Structural Indicators) might 

strengthening the European integration process in policy areas, where the European Union had so far 

limited competences. In particular as the 1990ies have proven that quantitative indicators like the so-

called Maastricht criteria (e.g. GDP-ratio of government deficit must not exceed 3 %) triggered economic 

reforms. Policy makers were eager to fulfil the Maastricht criteria in order to join the Economic and 

                                                      

1 Council Conclusions, March 2000 

2 cf. Art, 99(2) ECT  
3 In the spring European Council in 2005, the Lisbon Strategy has been renewed and placed its focus on growth and jobs. The 

relaunch of the Lisbon Strategy after its mid term assessment in 2005 included reforms of the governance structure. The aim 
was to strengthen the national ownership and accountability.  
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Monetary Union
4
. Even politically difficult and sensitive fiscal reforms were implemented to cut public 

spending and reduce public debt. Bearing that positive momentum in mind policy makers applied the 

same approach based on key national indicators for the Lisbon Strategy.  

 

1.1 Integrated Guidelines 

The 24 guidelines
5
 comprise the macroeconomic, microeconomic and employment dimension and 

demonstrate the core principles of the Lisbon strategy. In December 2007 the integrated guidelines were 

renewed for the period 2008 – 2010. At this occasion the European Commission urged EU Member States 

that more has to be done. Member States have occasionally stepped up the implementation of structural 

reforms, but the pace and intensity differs between them considerably.
6
  

Since 2005 EU Member States have to submit National Reform Programmes (NRPs), where the Member 

States outline their reform activities along the integrated guidelines. These guidelines are meant to 

structure the priorities of the Lisbon Strategy. As the Lisbon Strategy is organised around a three-year 

cycles, the NRPs have to be submitted every three years and in the intermediate year implementation 

reports have to be drafted. The European Commissions assesses the progress made based on these 

national implementation reports using qualitative and quantitative instruments. This strong national pillar 

of the Lisbon strategy should speed up the effective delivery of outstanding reforms, as the national 

ownership remains strong.  

 

Table 1: Integrated Guidelines 2008 - 2010 

 

Macroeconomic guidelines  

The macroeconomic guidelines outline the contribution that macroeconomic policies make for 

more growth and jobs:  

(1) To secure economic stability.  

(2) To safeguard economic and fiscal sustainability.  

(3) To promote a growth- and employment-orientated and efficient allocation of resources.  

(4) To secure economic stability for sustainable growth.  

(5) To ensure that wage developments contribute to macroeconomic stability and growth.  

(6) To contribute to a dynamic and well-functioning EMU.  

 

                                                      

4 Unlike harmonised EU-Monetary policy, economic policy remained to a large extent under the responsibility of the national 
economies. Therefore EU Member States are facing the challenge to coordinate their national economic policies in order to 
ensure the functioning of the common Monetary Policy. 

5European Commission (2005), Integrated guidelines for growth and jobs (2005-2008). In 200 8 the IG remained more or less 
valid for the next three-year- cycle.  

6 European Commission COM(2007)803 
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Microeconomic guidelines  

The microeconomic guidelines focus on measures and policies that make Europe more attractive 

for business and work and that boost knowledge and innovation for growth.  

(7) To increase and improve investment in R & D, in particular by private business.  

(8) To facilitate all forms of innovation.  

(9) To facilitate the spread and effective use of ICT and build a fully inclusive information 

society.  

(10) To strengthen the competitive advantages of its industrial base.  

(11) To encourage the sustainable use of resources and strengthen the synergies between 

environmental protection and growth.  

(12) To extend and deepen the internal market.  

(13) To ensure open and competitive markets inside and outside Europe and to reap the benefits 

of globalisation.  

(14) To create a more competitive business environment and encourage private initiative through 

better regulation.  

(15) To promote a more entrepreneurial culture and create a supportive environment for SMEs.  

(16) To expand, improve and link up European infrastructure and complete priority cross-border 

projects.  

 

Employment guidelines  

The employment guidelines outline the contributions that employment policy can make for more 

growth and jobs.  

(17) Implement employment policies aiming at achieving full employment, improving quality 

and productivity at work, and strengthening social and territorial cohesion.  

(18) Promote a life-cycle approach to work.  

(19) Ensure inclusive labour markets, enhance work attractiveness, and make work pay for job-

seekers, including disadvantaged people, and the inactive.  

(20) Improve matching of labour market needs.  

(21) Promote flexibility combined with employment security and reduce labour market 

segmentation, having due regard to the role of the social partners.  

(22) Ensure employment-friendly labour cost developments and wage-setting mechanisms.  

(23) Expand and improve investment in human capital.  

(24) Adapt education and training systems in response to new competence requirements.  

Source: European Commission (2007) 
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1.2 The Structural Indicators 

In order to assess the progress made towards the Lisbon targets Structural Indicators were established. 

These key national indicators were indented to serve several objectives:  

 First, these key national indicators should serve as an instrument to align the national policies 

with the overall EU goals. For example, the comparison of employment rates could reflect the 

effectiveness of the national labour market policy.  

 Second, the indicators should help to communicate complex issues and highlight interlinkages 

and trade-offs. For example, the comparison of price levels could give indications of the 

competition level of certain sectors in EU Member States.  

 Finally, through the use of these key national indicators for the means of benchmarking both 

peer pressure and mutual learning through information sharing among the policy makers at 

national level should be achieved.  

A set of indicators around the key areas of the Lisbon Strategy was put together
7
. The final list included 

more than 100 indicators, therefore, the policy makers agreed on a so called short list of structural 

indicators comprising the most important ones. At the December summit 2003 the head of states and 

government agreed in using these structural indicators.  

 

Table 2: "Short List" of Structural Indicators  

General economic background   

 GDP per capita in PPS  

 Labour productivity per person employed 

 Innovation and Research  

 Youth education attainment level by gender  

 Gross domestic expenditure on R&D (GERD)  

Economic Reform  

 Comparative price levels  

 Business investment  

Employment  

 Employment rate by gender  

 Employment rate of older workers by gender  

Social Cohesion  

                                                      

7 The sub-committee “Structural Indicators” of the EU Economic Policy Committee (EPC) was established to prepare a set of 
indicators. The EU Council (ECOFIN) finally decided on the list.  
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 At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers by gender  

 Long-term unemployment rate by gender  

 Dispersion of regional employment rates by gender  

Environment  

 Greenhouse gas emissions  

 Energy intensity of the economy 

 Volume of freight transport relative to GDP  

Source: Eurostat, Structural Indicators 

 

At the beginning of the Lisbon Strategy, the Structural Indicators started to be very crucial for assessing 

reform efforts. The European Commission assessed the progress made along the key national indicators. 

Various "league tables" were created to illustrate the progress made in EU Member States along these 

indicators. However, this approach demonstrated the weakness of indicator systems, like the lack of 

cross-country comparability of data, significance of indicators and measurement problems as regards 

progress made. This induced a great deal of discussions on the right set of structural indicators, in 

particular regarding the number of indicators, weighting of indicators and specific characteristics like 

gender splitting, age splitting and various country specifics.  

 

2. The role of Supreme Audit Institutions 

Even if the SAI are confronted with the same challenges as regards data and measurement problems as 

governments and the European Commission, they could contribute to the Lisbon strategy. Through 

conducting performance audits at national level SAIs could partly overcome these data and measurement 

problems.  

First, SAI could illustrate the effectiveness of Lisbon type reforms in a country without inventing new 

procedures - there are many reporting and surveillance tools at national and European level at hand. SAIs 

could rely on their own instruments, like performance audits, to support Lisbon type reform initiatives. 

Second, SAI could use the Structural indicators as key information of audits, in particular as regards 

cross-country comparison. SAI could create transparency as regards data comparability. This would ease 

cross country comparison. Moreover, SAI could evaluate the indicators in terms of comparability, 

accountability and significance. Finally, SAI could evaluate the Lisbon Process as a whole, however, 

being aware that the Lisbon process is based on soft coordination among EU Member States. Going a step 

further, SAI could conduct coordinated audits and compare Lisbon type activities among EU – Member 

States. The Structural Indicators could in this respect serve as a basis for analyses.  

This chapter outlines possible tasks of SAIs as regards the Lisbon type reforms taking into account the 

Structural Indicators as key national indicators.  
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2.1 Supreme Audit Institutions could provide information to contribute to Lisbon-type 

structural reforms  

Key national indicators could improve policymaking, as opportunities can be revealed and weaknesses of 

the system can be identified. Such information could feed into the political agenda, promote better 

decision-making and additionally could improve public understanding for sensitive reform initiatives. 

Furthermore, key national indicator systems –if applied in proper manner -reduce information costs for 

policy makers, companies and citizens,  

The Lisbon Strategy is based on targets, expressed through the integrated guidelines, and on a set of key 

national indicators. Thus, the framework conditions for transparent, performance-oriented policymaking 

are actually at place. However, EU Member States postponed various reform initiatives and targets. Better 

information about the gains and costs of reforms could contribute to reform initiatives. In this respect 

Audit institutions could shed light on opportunity costs, medium and long-term impacts and capacities for 

efficiency improvement. Audit institutions could therefore provide valuable contributions to the Lisbon 

process. First, opportunities could be revealed and the costs of no-policy-change could be outlined. The 

Structural Indicators could serve as a basis of analysis, e.g. the development of structural indicators 

improved the data quality and availability in many areas.  

This kind of audits could have cross-section and cross-country comparison respectively and thus 

contribute to Lisbon-type structural reforms.  

 

Box 1: Pension reform in Austria  

 

In Austria for instance, among others the structural indicator "employment rate of older workers"(55 - 64 

years), which is traditionally very low in Austria, triggered reforms initiatives. One reason for the low 

employment rate of older workers is that the effective retirement age is low. To lift the retirement age in 

order to improve the long-term sustainability of public finances the central government implemented a 

pension reform to create incentives against early retirement. However, since Austria is a federal state, this 

pension reform covered in its first step only the central level but did not cover employees of the regional 

administration (Laender). The Austrian Court of Audit revealed that there are remarkable saving 
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capacities (EUR 714 Mio in the period 2010 - 2049).
8
. This information, in particular the comparison 

among the pension systems of civil servants at regional and central level (see graph below), eased 

resistance against reform efforts and finally triggered pension reforms at regional level. So far, four out of 

nine regional administrations have implemented pension reforms. 

 

Source: Austrian Court of Audit/ Rechnungshof, Reihe Bund 2009/10 

 

2.2 Supreme Audit institutions could provide context information 

It goes without saying that indicators are always affected by measurement problems. Starting at the 

aggregated level of the GDP, where based on a French initiative economists are searching for answers 

whether GDP growth can indicate well being, ending at the very technical level whether the measurement 

of energy intensity of the economy gives an indication of environmental status of a country. In fact, it is 

difficult to find significant key national indicators in particular regarding international comparisons.  

The context of key national indicators is crucial for their interpretation. Key national indicators can just 

reflect a specific situation. The context, like business structure, social system, public transfers are in most 

cases taken as granted. Thus, qualitative assessment is essential. In this respect, the Court of Audit could 

shed light on the context of key national indicators. For example to understand the youth education 

attainment level the design of the education system of a country has to be taken into account. For example 

in Austria there is a dual education system including apprenticeship, this is reflected traditionally in low 

youth education attainment rates as apprentices count for the labour market. The same is true for female 

employment rates if families themselves provide long term care of elderly. These country specifics have 

to be taken into account. 

This kind of audits would additionally improve the comparability of indicators as the fundamentals are 

better known and understood. Furthermore, the audit could provide additional performance information 

that supports decisions making based on key national indicators.  

It is recognised that the involvement of audit institutions in the process of designing indicator systems 

carries risks in particular as regards audit institution's independence. However, audit institutions can 

contribute to the underlying data issues and assessing of key national indicator systems. 

 

3. Conclusion 

Supreme Audit institutions could mobilise its own instruments to contribute to the needed information to 

trigger structural reforms. Through outlining opportunity costs of no-policy-change, medium and long-

term impacts of certain policy fields and capacities for efficiency improvement the Audit institutions 

could provide information to decision makers.  

                                                      

8 Rechnungshof, Bund Reihe 2009/ 10 (in German only) 



 

 

 Page 8 of 9 

Decisions on fact-based information can improve public sector performance. Key national indicators are 

key requisite for fact-based information. However, indicator-based policymaking is hampered by 

measurement problems and as regards international comparisons country specifics that have to be taken 

into account. Supreme Audit institutions can help to overcome these problems as audits could deliver the 

missing link of information that is needed to rely on key national indicators.  
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