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eXeCUTiVe sUMMARy

The European Business Leaders’ Convention was held on July 2–4, 2009 in Helsinki, 

under the theme ‘Europe in Crisis: Is There a Way Out?’ All discussions took place 

under Chatham House rules.

MAin COnClUsiOns
The crisis is not over, and no-one can predict when and where the recovery zz

will start. Europe could be facing economic difficulties for a long time; the U.S, 

meanwhile, is expected to fight its way out of the recession a bit faster.

Faced with a lack of affordable credit from struggling banks and a widespread zz

sense of uncertainty, many European companies are in waiting mode. Yet, 

there has never been a better time for innovative entrepreneurship. 

Russia’s announcement not to join the WTO has left many participants worried zz

that the country is isolating itself further and not making sufficient efforts to 

modernize its economy.

The EU has dealt with the crisis fairly positively. It reacted swiftly to the zz

banking crisis in late 2008 and was able to coordinate economic policy 

reactions. It has also avoided protectionism.  

In the future, European business needs a strong Europe with a functioning zz

single market and a predictable regulatory framework. Although some 

politicians look to tighter regulations as a solution, these are both costly and 

inefficient. Europe is in need of better regulation, not more of it.

Instead of resuscitating struggling industries, governments should invest zz

their energies in education and R&D. In order for Europe to dig its way out of 

the recession, new innovations are crucial—after all, new business models can 

only rise from an environment that fosters innovation.

The latest generation of employees possesses a profound knowledge of zz

social networks and mobile technologies, and is bringing this skill set to the 

workplace. As a result, employees are now educating executives, not the 

other way around.
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DisCOVeRinG eUROPe’s VOiCe
It has been stated that while the United States is living in an era of “Yes we can,” 

Europe has resigned to an attitude of “Yes we should.” Fittingly, the U.S is expected to 

climb out of the crisis before Europe. In order to emerge from the current recession, 

Europeans need to drop their risk-avoidant attitude and strive for a brighter, unified 

vision. Europe is at risk of losing its relevance as a global power, and fragmentation 

would only further weaken our position at the world table.

Europe represents more than 30 percent of the world’s economy. It is responsible of 

more than half of the world’s development aid and has tens of thousands of diplo-

mats stationed around the world. Global issues like climate change could hardly be 

addressed without Europe’s active role. Yet, Europe lacks a coherent voice. 

Passing of the Lisbon treaty could help Europe maintain its relevance alongside the US 

and emerging powers such as China and India, as it would allow the EU to articulate 

a unified position to the rest of the world more clearly it is currently able. 

While some argue that the EU didn’t provide sufficient assistance to smaller countries 

like Iceland (a non-member) and Latvia (a member), others have been satisfied in 

its ability to coordinate economic policy and to stay away from protectionism. 

The present recession, unlike that of the 1930s, hasn’t been met with widespread 

unrest on the streets, but lack of trust in existing institutions. The lack of trust is 

manifested in the fact that 60 percent of eligible voters did not participate in the 

European elections this summer. 

One can only hope that as politicians map Europe’s way out of the crisis, they can 

momentarily forget about scoring votes in the next election and focus on initiating 

positive change in the present.

CAn The CRisis CReATe OPPORTUniTies FOR bUsiness?
As a burdened Europe pulls itself out of the financial crisis, many companies continue 

to be cautious about new investments. Struggling banks are no longer able to hand out 

affordable credit, and this combination of expensive loans and an uncertain economic 

future is causing companies to proceed with extreme caution. Estimating an end point 

to the recession can be risky, and some experts ask companies to expect tough times 

until at least 2011. Nevertheless, companies and governments alike would benefit 

from viewing this economic slump as a starting point for new opportunities. 
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Ideally, government bailout packages shouldn’t aim to salvage a system per say, but 

invest a country’s way out of a recession. The post-financial crisis world will be in 

dire need of enthusiastic, innovative entrepreneurs and governments that allow them 

to thrive. Although governments can feel tempted to raise taxes and focus on their 

domestic economies, both are short-sighted approaches, and will only push businesses 

to move to geographic areas with less regulation. So far, Europe has hardly made 

enough effort to make itself a more competitive region for businesses.

Flexible movement of talent should be encouraged, and companies should make re-

search and development their priority. The Lisbon Agenda instructed all EU countries 

to invest three percent of their GDP into research and development by 2010, but so 

far only Finland and Sweden have met this goal.

What many call a ‘transformational crisis’ is bound to change the business 

landscape, causing financial institutions to rethink their approaches and some 

previously powerful businesses to disappear from the map. But as the 1980s 

saw the emergence of Apple and the 1990s the birth of Vodafone and Nokia, the 

upcoming decade may witness the birth of an entirely new era of innovation.

MOTiVATinG eMPlOyees in An eVOlVinG WORkPlACe
The global recession has caused a permanent shift in our financial systems, but 

combined with an unforeseeably connected world and an aging population, its effects 

are also beginning to trickle down to the average European workplace.  

Employees of the new generation value creative challenges over hefty bonuses, stay 

connected through mobile technology and social networks, and expect transparency 

and accessibility of their employers.  

As companies navigate their way out of the ongoing crisis, they are going to be faced 

with an entirely new challenge: a shortage of talent created by a retiring group of 

baby boomers. Even if one were to factor in a 3.5 percent increase in eligibility and 

participation rates, more than 24 million workers could be missing from Europe by 

2060.  As early as 2020, Finland, Italy and Japan will have a larger segment of their 

populations retired than working. Recruitment will pose a challenge to companies 

seeking to fill their executive positions, and some governments are already preparing 

for the drought by conducting more intensive talent mapping.
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But although the pool of candidates will be smaller in the future, it will also be highly 

educated, more globally interconnected, and have demanding career expectations. 

Where baby boomers valued loyalty, the incoming generation prioritizes motiva-

tion and is prepared to change jobs frequently (an average of 14 times by the age 

of 38). Members of this demographic are able to simultaneously catch up on the 

news, update their twitter pages, send SMS messages to coworkers and listen to a 

presentation in real time. Entering the workplace with a profound knowledge of new 

technologies, this generation now has the responsibility of preparing their employ-

ers for the future.

Companies like Google have effectively tapped into this expectation, inspiring em-

ployees to spend more time at the workplace by offering unique perks like free meals 

and massages and allowing workers to spend a fifth of their time on personal pet 

projects. Facilitated communication allows for easier collaboration and also drives 

employees to expect transparency and openness from company executives. 

Companies should also boast mission statements that demonstrate their willingness 

to contribute to the world rather than simply exploit it; encouraging employees to 

spend time on meaningful pro-bono work is one way to win the approval of a critical 

new workforce.

That young workers rank inspiration over short-term cash bonuses should give 

companies additional motivation to invest in research and development. Instead 

of pouring money into struggling industries, governments should support research 

initiatives that cater to the demands of the new workforce and develop industries 

that will dominate the business landscape of the future. Furthermore, flexible im-

migration policies will allow talent to move where the work is and support today’s 

mobile, interconnected world.

hOW eUROPe’s hARDesT-hiT COUnTRies ARe COPinG
The worldwide crisis has left no-one unaffected, but for a multitude of reasons, a 

number of countries—both inside and outside of the EU—have taken particularly 

harsh hits to their economies. While Iceland’s stumble was arguably the most widely 

publicized, Croatia, Ireland, Estonia and Latvia have also seen their economic land-

scapes dramatically change.
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iceland
Following the collapse of its three largest banks and a staggering public sector debt, 

Iceland has seen its currency drop to less than half of its original value and has wit-

nessed more than 60 percent of its corporations enter bankruptcy. Some financial 

experts have begun referring to Iceland as “the Lehman Brothers of Europe,” claiming 

that the mistake Europe made in letting the Icelandic economy collapse is comparable 

to the U.S Government’s decision to let Lehman Brothers fail. These individuals point 

to the fact that hard-hit countries like Hungary and Latvia would not be in as dire of 

an economic shape if Europe had interfered more aggressively with Iceland and not 

forced it to resort to taking out an expensive IMF loan.

The opposing side has pointed out, however, that Iceland should be held respon-

sible for its current situation; its banks were run aggressively with shaky assets, 

made acquisitions at staggering prices and consequently turned the country into an 

enormous hedge fund. Furthermore, the rules of the European Union do not allow 

individual countries to be bailed out.

latvia
Like Iceland’s, Latvia’s small economy is currently under the IMF program. Like the 

United States, Latvia suffered from over-inflated real estate values and unsustain-

able, debt-fueled growth. The EU member currently has no room to stimulate its 

economy, and is consequently focusing on reallocating European structural funds 

to areas of priority. With a chunk of its population losing unemployment benefits in 

September, Latvia’s pressures are growing. Its current goal is to become part of the 

Euro in 2013 and thus earn much-needed stability to its economy.

estonia
Estonia, similarly, is hoping to bring its budget deficit to below three percent in order 

to join the Euro. A small, open economy whose currency is tried to the Euro, Estonia 

couldn’t prevent the flow of money in and out of its banks before the present crisis 

hit and was vulnerable to the impacts of the recession; former Hansabank’s requests 

that other banks would stop lending to Estonians were met with shakes of the head. 

Some speculations have been made about possible devaluation of the Estonian Kroon, 

but because it is tied to the Euro in a closed system, doing so is not an option. The 

country is also hesitant to borrow money in order to bridge a gap in incomes, as 

adding to its deficit could be risky for its planned transition into the Euro. 

The citizens of Estonia have reacted with relative calmness, however. Some Esto-

nians factor the absence of riots to the fact that locals have seen their fair share 
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of political turmoil, and compared to 1940 or 1991, the country is going through 

a secure period. 

ireland
Ireland, a country whose vote will decide the fate of the Lisbon Treaty, is currently 

combating a large-scale fiscal crisis caused by a surge in unemployment (the number 

of unemployed jumped from five to more than 10 percent in 2008) and a collapse in 

tax revenue. The government has imposed a 7.5 percent cut in salaries and wages 

in the public sector, and a wage drift has resulted. Despite rejecting the Lisbon 

treaty, Irish citizens have displayed a comparatively positive attitude towards the 

EU—in fact, it has remained fairly stable over the past ten years. Current opinion 

polls predict that Irish citizens will vote ‘yes’ on the treaty when they decide on the 

second referendum of the document.

hOW RUssiA is COPinG
If Europe’s attitude in the face of a recession can be summarized with ‘yes we should,’ 

many claim Russia to put forth a spirit of ‘no, we should not.’ The country’s business 

structures and practices are often described as archaic, while its inexperience with 

capitalism and widespread corruption hardly help its cause.

The Russian government managed to salvage the country’s banks for a price tag 

of 200,000 million Euros and maintain an overall economic stability, but the social 

implications of the global recession have nevertheless been visible. In April of this 

year, 7.5 million Russians (10.2% of the economically active population) were un-

employed, and The World Bank expects the country’s economy to shrink by eight 

percent during 2009.

Not everyone buys the concept of Russian isolationism—its younger generation ac-

tively explores educational opportunities abroad and its population as a whole takes 

EU seriously—but many make it clear that the country needs to move beyond its 

tendency to fixate on security issues and consider its relationship with other countries 

purely on a one-on one basis. 

Furthermore, after a 16-year push to join the WTO, the country pulled its application 

in June of this year and has no plans to reapply until it has launched a new customs 

union with Belarus and Kazakhstan in 2010. With both its imports and exports down, 

many assume that the country has fallen back on protectionist tendencies and has 

slowed down its plan to modernize its economy. Even Russia’s successful push to 
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bring stability to its economy doesn’t count for much if its business models remain 

outdated. 

Many point out that government funds in Russia shouldn’t be used to carry businesses 

to the end of the fiscal year but to modernize businesses and educate employees—this 

is true for the rest of the world, and especially true for a country whose methods of 

conducting business are notoriously out of date. Many view the new EU commission 

as an opportunity to bring much-needed clarity to the relationship between the EU 

and Russia and initiate a new conversation about the WTO.

Somewhat surprisingly, more than half of Russia’s citizens consider the country to be 

on the wrong track while president Dmitry Medvedev maintains approval rates in the 

mid-to high 70s. Some have described these figures as contradictory, and compared 

them to the process of “driving two horses in opposite directions.”
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