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Abstract: 

Social Europe is – once more – at a crossroad, where the Lisbon Strategy designed a decade ago by 

social-democrats has been replaced by a new strategy -  Europe 2020 Strategy - in the wake of the 

financial crisis.  While the EU has limited competences to  interfere in national welfare reform, the 

“open method of co-ordination” (OMC) coined at the Lisbon European Council in 2000, held high 

promises of supporting the re-calibration of welfare regimes in alignment with EMU growth objectives. 

The core objectives agreed via the OMC were to increase employment in a way that was compatible 

with work-family reconciliation (through the European Employment Strategy), to minimize social 

exclusion, to reduce early retirement and to modernize pensions systems, and to ensure high quality 

health care and care for the elderly (through the “social” OMC). Has the OMC lived up to this promise, 

what can we learn from the research on the OMC and what role does the OMC play in the new 

architecture, the Europe 2020 Strategy, succeeding the Lisbon Agenda? This paper offers a detailed 

analysis of the literature on these OMCs, including a review of the theoretical framework/concepts that 

have been used to analyze their influence, and on this basis, an assessment of its actual impact, as well 

as its future direction, theoretically and substantively. The paper is organized in five sections. First, 

following a conceptual review of the theories, concepts and methods used in OMC research (section 

one), the OMCs’ impact is assessed by assessing actors awareness of the OMC (section 2) and by 

reviewing the extent to which the OMC has triggered procedural and substantive policy change at the 

national level (section three and four). The last section of the paper asks how these different OMCs have 

been integrated into the Europe 2020 Strategy, pointing to where “Social Europe” is headed.  
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1. Introduction1 

This paper aims to contribute to the growing literature on the role of ideas in policy 

development, since ideas about welfare reform at the EU level are developed, framed 

and debated within the social OMCs.  Ever since the launch of the ambitious Lisbon 

Agenda in 2000, social policy reform has been on the EU agenda, in the view of similar 

challenges, such as demographic ageing and EMU that constrains manoeuvre in fiscal 

policy. As the EU enjoys only limited authority to intervene in national social policy, its 

main vehicle through which it can support welfare reform processes in Member States 

is the Open Method of Co-ordination (OMC), a voluntary, iterative process based on 

common objectives and indicators. Based on the coordination process in employment 

policy, the “social” OMC was developed and applied successively to Social Inclusion 

(2000), Pensions (2004) and Health and Long-term Care (2006). For each of the social 

OMC’s “strands”, Member States produce regular national reports – National Strategy 

Reports (NSRs) – to show progress towards common goals.  These are then peer-

reviewed and evaluated at EU level – Joint Reports by the Council and the Commission) 

– assessing the social trends, progress made towards main goals and pin-pointing 

particular areas where each Member State should focus on in more detail. There are, 

however, no official sanctions if recommendations are ignored and targets missed. 

These OMC processes are supported by a specific Peer Review programme, where 

Member States come to together to learn from each other’s practices. This is a 

specialized aspect of the social OMCs, involving national civil servants, experts and 

NGO representatives, participating according to thematic area.  

More than ten years after its initial launch, the OMC continues to receive tremendous 

attention from academics across disciplines (legal scholars, political scientists, and 

sociologists). There is, however, a dividing line between those scholars (and 

practitioners) that believe that the OMC is nothing more than “window dressing” and a 

                                                           
1
 This paper heavily draws on the cross-country research commissioned by the European Commission, 

DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion on the impact of the OMC in social policy: Public Policy and 

Management Institute (2011), Evaluation of the Effectiveness and Impact of the Social OMC 2006-2010. 
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“red herring” (Idema and Keleman, 2006, Kröger, 2008, Kröger, 2009, Lodge, 2007, 

Schäfer, 2005) and those who believe that the OMC is a vehicle for progressive social 

policy, and an important tool to enhance learning among Member States and to give 

voice to other concerned non-state actors (e.g., Heidenreich and Zeitlin, 2009, López-

Santana, 2009, Preunkert and Zirra, 2009, Trubek and Trubek, 2007, Weishaupt, 2009, 

Zeitlin et al., 2005) is as deep as ever. These contradictory interpretations come hardly 

as a surprise. On the one hand, despite the rapid growth in OMC articles and books, 

most scholars focus exclusively on the initial period of the OMC, i.e., the time roughly 

until 2005. As such, this literature does not analyse how the changes to the Lisbon 

Strategy in 2005 – including changes to the three strands of the social OMC which 

were merged in 2006 – affected the influence of the social OMCs in the Member 

States. It is also striking that most research covers the EU-15, compared to much fewer 

studies on the newly-acceded member states. Hence, much of the OMC “action” is 

overlooked, which is problematic especially as the OMC is an iterative process, based 

on soft coordination where new ideas are permanently introduced, that may reveal its 

impact only after years of reporting, deliberating, and learning. Ideational change, 

which the OMC lends itself best to, takes place over a long period of time (Kingdon, 

2011, Sabatier, 1999, Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Furthermore, most 

scholarship is not comparative with regard to policy fields (comparing various OMC 

strands) or with regard to country cases, which makes it difficult to detect causal 

mechanisms that lead to a successful (or failed) impact on national policy.  

The aim of this paper is to assess the ideational impact of the “Social OMC”, for the 

period 2006 through 2010 through a systematic and comparative analysis, on the basis 

of a clear and operationable analytical framework. As mentioned above, the Social 

OMC includes three strands– social inclusion, pensions, health/long-term care. At EU2 

                                                           
2
 In the social inclusion OMC the main policy objectives are to promote inclusion, to provide access to 

resources, rights, goods and services for all, to prevent the risks of social exclusion, to develop actions 

for disadvantaged groups, and to mobilise all relevant civil society and governmental actors in policy 

formulation and implementation. The governance of social inclusion at EU level involves the 

Commission (DG EMPL), the Social Affairs Council (and the related Social Protection Committee and the 

Indicators Working Group), but also transnational networks of non-governmental organisations working.  

In the pensions OMC, the overarching aim is to combine social adequacy and financial sustainability of 

pensions systems while modernizing them in response to changing employment, household, and 

demographic patterns. The EU level actors are the Commission (DG EMPL and DG ECFIN), the Social 

Affairs Council (as well as Social Protection Committee and the Indicators Working Group) and Economic 

Policy Council configurations (and the Economic Policy Committee and the Working Group on Ageing 

Populations and Sustainability). The actor setup in the healthcare OMC at the EU level involves three 

different sets of actors with competing interests and understandings of health policies. The ‘social’ 

actors, organized around DG EMPL and the Social Affairs Ministers are the main sponsor of this strand of 

the Social OMC, but they have to share the policy space with, on the one hand ‘economic’ actors, such 
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and national levels, each of these three strands is governed by particular sets of actors, 

involving different stakeholders. Although the three social OMCs differ considerably, 

governmental actors are the key players in the OMC. Governmental actors participate 

in the EU level meetings and fora and contribute to uploading national examples, ideas 

and policy models to the EU level. They are also exposed to ideas developed in the 

EU’s social OMC process, including particular ways of framing policy problems and thus 

delimiting the possible courses of action or solutions (Rein and Schön, 1993). This can 

lead to reflexive learning, i.e. about strengths but also weaknesses of member states’ 

own policies, institutions and welfare systems. These actors are also involved in policy 

diffusion in the domestic sphere, which enhances the possibility of the OMC 

percolating into agenda-setting, policy and legislative change. Non-governmental 

stakeholders can use the OMC for learning about experiences which relate to their 

activity and in turn try to shape the policy agenda or use the OMC as a political 

opportunity structure, or ‘creatively appropriate’ the OMC (Hamel and Vanhercke, 

2009).  The OMC, then, is not only set of loose policy ideas, but also an instrument in 

itself, which can be used as a “blueprint” or “weapon” (Blyth, 2001).  

The OMC, in other words, presents exciting terrain for analyzing the impact of ideas 

promoted through a rather weak, but nevertheless, potentially potent opportunity 

structure. Due to the fact that the OMC involves ideas about reform which are present 

in various different contexts, it has understandably been difficult for researchers to 

single out the OMC as the main reason for theoretically expected change. There is 

considerable disagreement about the causal impact of the OMC in different instances, 

such as problematizing a policy issue (such as poverty or ‘child poverty’), coming up 

with a solution (such as ‘active ageing’ or ‘inclusion through work’ or setting the 

political agenda. This is because of the difficulty of measuring the impact of the OMC in 

the process of policy change, for which there are rarely clear and measurable 

indicators in the literature. In the project on which we draw the data from, a clear 

analytical framework was developed to analyse the impact of the OMC, which will be 

presented below. 

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. The next section presents a brief 

literature review and our theoretical framework, which is followed by a presentation 

of the methodology used in this paper. Then then empirical analysis on the impact of 

the social OMCs is organised as follows. The first concerns visibility and awareness of 

                                                                                                                                                                          
as DG MARKT and the DG ECFIN (as well as the Internal Market and Ecofin Council of Ministers), as well 

as with ‘health’ actors, led by DG SANCO, the Ministers in the Health Council, and the experts and 

lobbyists.  
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the core OMC process and of the more specific peer review programmes. The second 

focuses on which EU level concepts developed in the social OMCs have been influential 

in Member states. The third focuses on legislative changes through the OMC, which is 

crucial, but still rather unknown. The fourth section focuses on procedural change.  In 

the conclusion we discuss findings and point to how to take research in this area 

forward. 

 

2. Methodology and Theory3 

Since the OMC is a soft mode of governance, promoting specific policies but with no 

mechanism of coercion, it lends itself best to analysis of ideational influence, which all 

of the analyses include to some extent. Learning about new ideas, policy models, data 

and data collection, monitoring and evaluations which are intimately linked to the 

OMC is the most studied aspect of the OMC.  It has been informed by the theoretical 

features of the OMC itself, as well as by political science literature on policy learning 

and ideas (Ferrera and Sacchi, 2005; Zeitlin, 2005; Zeitlin, 2009; Hartlapp, 2009). All 

rigorous research on the ‘power of ideas’ (Beland, 2010) should collect and use data 

from various types of data sources. It is therefore crucial not only to interview broadly, 

but also to combine interviews with other sources of data, such as expert reports, 

national and stakeholder reports and aims, analysis of legislative changes (a process 

often labeled as “triangulation”). One of the main challenges for the research on the 

OMC is to distinguish its influence from that of other factors, such as domestic reforms 

or the role of (other) international organizations, such as the OECD, which also 

provides expert advice on issues addressed by the social OMCs (Casey, 2004; de la 

Porte, 2009). In federal countries, the dynamics are even more complex, particularly in 

areas where federal entities have shared power with the national level, such as labour 

market and social policy. It is necessary, then, to carefully account for the possible 

influence of different actors, levels of governance and instruments, in domestic policy 

reform processes. This would contribute to contextualize the OMC as one of the many 

channels through which policy ideas and ideas about policy solutions, data collection 

and monitoring can be developed, to name but a few of the areas that the OMC’s ideas 

can penetrate. 

The research undertaken as part of the EU tender is the only comprehensive, 

systematic cross-country comparative analysis on the social OMCs. It is based on a 

common analytical and theoretical framework, presented above, as well as rigorous 

                                                           
3
 This section draws partly on Caroline de la Porte’s RECWOWE working paper 15/10, available at: 

http://www.socialpolicy.ed.ac.uk/recwowepudisc/working_papers/rec-wp_15_10.  
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and comprehensive data collection. Each country analysis includes interviews (25-40 

per country) on the basis of a combination of closed and open questions, administered 

to all interviewees. All key actors involved in one way or another with the OMC, as well 

as other actors working in areas adressed by the OMC have been interviewed, in order 

to get a clear idea of the importance of the OMC in on-going reform processes. The 

national reports produced for the European commission in conjunction with the social 

OMC have also been analyzed in detail in the case studies, as well as other reports on 

the same topics. Finally, how issues from the OMC are presented in the media is used 

as data. The case selection has sought to include welfare states from different welfare 

state configurations and geographical locations in Europe, involving researchsers on 

the ground undertaking this research. There are eleven countries selected as cases, 

representing different welfare state configurations, different country sizes and 

governmental organization. These are: Denmark with a universal service-based welfare 

state, the United Kingdom from the Anglo-saxon welfare state configuration, Germany, 

France and Belgium from the conservative welfare states; Spain, Italy and Portugal 

from the Mediterranean welfare state; Romania, Lithuania and Poland from the new 

member states.  

One of the aims of the study was to tap into the mechanisms of ideational change due 

to the OMC, which has often been underspecified in the literature. One clearly 

identifiable mechanism is leverage, whereby an actor intentionally uses the OMC as 

leverage for agenda-setting or bargaining. In this instance, the OMC is used as a 

‘weapon’. Another mechanism is socialization, which is direct, but not always 

intentional, since it involves exposure to new information about an issue (problem 

and/or solution). This would involve exposure to new information in an OMC forum 

(the social protection committee, gathering civil servants, or a more targeted peer 

review, gathering experts and practitioners, or even a – more political - Presidency 

event organized around selected issues). A third mechanism is the broader diffusion of 

an idea, which presupposes that an actor has already been socialized to the OMC 

objectives. Diffusion can take place in the media, in parliament, in national reports (not 

only NSRs), expert reports, etc. Also, learning can be direct, from the OMC process 

itself, or indirect, entailing learning about OMC ideas through other channels. In fact, it 

is important to acknowledge that in some cases, it is not possible to attribute ideas to 

the OMC, even if they may have originated with the OMC. Active ageing, for example, 

has been discussed in national contexts and has been promoted by international 

organizations.  

The impact, in turn, is operationalized – following Zeitlin’s categorizations (Zeitlin, 

2005) – into “policy” impacts (discourse, agenda, legislation) and procedural impact 

(data collection, intra-ministerial coordination, wider consultations).  
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Four analytical distinctions are made in this study of the social OMCs. The first 

concerns the extent to which there is visibility and awareness of the core OMC process 

and of the more specific peer review programmes. This is a pre-condition for the 

circulation of ideas and concepts developed through the OMC.  It is a necessary, but 

not sufficient condition, for the ideas of the OMC process to have an impact.  Crucially, 

awareness of the policy ideas and how they have been framed may be directly from 

the OMC (with an actor being aware of it), or it could be indirect through “capillary 

effects” (term coined by Jonathan Zeitlin), i.e., that actors use the OMC vocabulary and 

adhere to its goals without knowing where these ideas originated. Awareness of the 

OMC goals and contents can stem from multiple sources, including (a) the official 

reports produced in the context of the OMC procedures (esp. NSRs), (b) statements 

and reactions by third parties, public debates (e.g. in parliaments, party assemblies, 

etc.) or media responses, or (c) exposure to or participation in the learning forums, 

especially the Peer Review seminars, organized by the Commission to promote the 

exchange of good practices.  

The second distinction is on which EU level concepts and ideas developed in the social 

OMCs (framing of policy problems and/or solutions) have been influential in Member 

states, i.e. which ideas instigated debate and possible alterations in policy thinking, 

discourses, and agendas.  

The third focuses on programmatic and legislative changes through the OMC, which is 

crucial, but still rather unknown. The fourth section focuses on procedural change, that 

is the extent to which the OMC and its associated process have triggered changes in 

data production, monitoring of social trends (especially vis-à-vis the OMC goals) or in 

horizontal and vertical coordination processes.  Wrapping up, we discuss findings and 

point to how to take research in this area forward, as well as pointing to recent 

developments in the social OMCs at EU level. 

 

3. Empirical Results4 

3.1 Awareness 

(a) The NSR: A Reporting Obligation or Valuable Resource? 

                                                           
4
 This part heavily draws on Timo Weishaupt’s sections in the “Synthesis Report" in: Public Policy and 

Management Institute (ed.): Evaluation of the Effectiveness and Impact of the Social OMC 2006-2010. 
Commissioned by the European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. The views 
represented here are those of the author and not the European Commission. 
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The comparative Social OMC study has shown that civil servants in almost all Member 

States commit to producing a high-quality NSR. In all Member States, the respective 

ministry for social affairs acts as the lead actor in preparing, co-ordinating and 

presenting the NSRs. Typically various units within social affairs ministries are involved 

as the section on Social Inclusion is written by a different set of actors from the section 

on Pensions. Long-term care issues may fall under the auspices of the social affairs 

ministry (e.g. LT), while the section on health care is mostly written by the respective 

ministry for health (except BE, where even the health section is written by the social 

affairs ministry based on contributions by the Federal, Regional and Community health 

departments). In most countries additional ministries are asked for advice, comments, 

or entire paragraphs as the issues of Social Inclusion affect ministries responsible for 

labour, housing, youth, education or disability issues, while (the more expensive) Social 

Protection issues often need to be cross-checked by finance ministers. Despite this 

obvious need for intra and inter-ministerial co-ordination, the NSRs continue to be 

written as essentially three rather independent reports, one for each strand, that are 

subsequently put together (or even four as long-term care is often written separate 

from health). Accordingly, within ministries, the NSRs are documents that affect the 

daily work of many bureaucrats.  

The involvement of other stakeholders, however, is rather mixed. There is a 

clear effort on the part of a small number of ambitious experts within social NGOs to 

utilise the NSR as an outlet for their concerns. Even though NGOs are the most active 

actors, they often feel that the consultation process is only a “formality” with little 

effect on the content of the document (e.g. DE, DK (smaller NGOs), IT, LT). In some 

countries, the NSR process is, however, the channel to get access to the government 

(e.g. ES, RO) and/or has reinforced the governments’ willingness to consult NGOs, 

especially on issues related to social inclusion (e.g. BE, FR, LT, PL, UK). Likewise, large 

Danish NGOs (linked to EU umbrella organisations, such as FEANTSA, EAPN) consider 

the OMC to be an invaluable tool to push issues – especially poverty – onto the 

national agenda. Typically less active are the social partners, i.e. representative 

organisations of workers (trade unions) and business (employers’ associations), who 

are not asked or chose not to partake (e.g., ES, PL) or are only indirectly involved in the 

NSR process (e.g. IT, RO). When the social partners play a more active role (e.g., BE, 

DE, DK), in particular the labour unions tend to not find that the government considers 

their views fully. Generally, the social partners prioritise commenting on the National 

Reform Programmes, which are the reports prepared by the labour market and finance 

ministries to show policy efforts with regard to EU’s economic and employment 

policies. 
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Strikingly, the NSR writing process is mainly a “national-level” affair, which 

often precludes or marginalises the involvement of regional and local actors. The most 

notable exception is Belgium, where the SI section of the NSR process was described as 

a platform bringing together actors from all levels of government. In some of the 

countries, regional parliaments and local authorities are not included in the process at 

all (e.g. DK, FR, IT, PL, PT), while in others, the regional and local 

authorities/associations receive draft NSRs for review and comments, but with tight 

schedules to respond (e.g. DE, LT). Generally, the NSRs offer only little room for the 

inclusion of regional and local specificities (typically as short annexes). But in many 

cases, even national parliaments never (or at best very rarely) discuss the NSR or are 

otherwise included in its preparation process (e.g., FR, LT, PL, PT). 

While the NSRs thus provide some means to “get heard”, they are typically 

seen as documents summarizing national policy developments, which may or may not 

be of added value for national actors, depending on the existence of alternative 

national reports. Particularly positive reactions about the reflection on policy 

developments were made in Romania (by most actors) and Spain (especially by NGOs). 

Particularly negative responses, in turn, were given in Italy. Many studies also showed 

that some policy makers and numerous stakeholders, especially NGOs, criticised the 

NSRs for their overly formal (and stylised) and embellished (and highly selective) 

portrayal of the social situation in the Member States. While this is not surprising given 

that no government has an incentive to point out its weaknesses to a European 

audience consisting of civil servants from peer countries and the European 

Commission, the NSRs are also (rightly) criticised by stakeholders and experts from the 

vast majority of Member States included in this study for being neither forward-

looking action plans nor strategic documents for the development of national policy. 

Nevertheless, some actors were eager to reiterate that the NSR “forces” the 

government to acknowledge existing weaknesses by presenting required data (e.g. BE, 

DE, DK, FR). 

In some cases, it was stressed that the NSR quality (or rather the lack thereof) 

represents also a reflection of the political situation at hand. For instance, concurrent 

changes in government can affect the resources (staff, time) available (e.g. ES, UK or 

RO, where the Minister of Labour was replaced as often as five times between 2007 

and 2010). Likewise, the preparation of the national budget or a national strategic 

document to be produced shortly after the completion of the NSR can introduce great 

uncertainty to civil servants about the “durability” of the portrayals given in the NSR 

(e.g. ES, IT, LT). Not surprisingly, civil servants therefore include in the report what they 

know (e.g. policy that has already passed parliament) rather than anticipating future 
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strategies (especially in contexts were budgets are yet to be agreed upon or national 

elections are pending).  

(b) Visibility: The OMC Remains Opaque 

The Social OMC process remains largely absent from all Member States’ major 

newspapers, and some country experts reported that journalists contacted for this 

study had never heard of or written about the OMC (e.g. LT, PL, RO). Specific key word 

searches for “OMC” and related terms (e.g. NSR) in numerous of the country studies 

have resulted in very few (less than five for an almost ten-year period) hits (e.g. BE 

(francophone), DE, ES, UK). The lack of OMC presence in the media is particularly 

striking as (a) 2010 was the European Year of Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion 

(which received media attention in many Member States), and (b) because key word 

searches in many countries revealed that the larger Lisbon Strategy is indeed a subject 

of debate in many newspapers (e.g. BE, DE, PL, PT, UK) and actors are generally aware 

of the European Employment Strategy (e.g. DE, DK, FR, PT). However, ideas from the 

OMC have in some cases been present in the media. For example, in Denmark, the 

issue of whether there is (monetary) poverty or not has come onto the agenda largely 

due to the European Year of combating poverty, but using data and concepts from the 

social inclusion OMC. This is an indirect effect of the OMC on the public debate. 

 The main source for OMC-related information is almost always the national 

ministry for social affairs, except France, where the main source is the National Council 

for Combating Poverty and Exclusion. The national ministries typically provide access 

to a wide range of OMC-related issues, including older or additional documents that 

are not readily available on the DG EMPL website. In some countries, additional 

governmental efforts were made to publicize the Social OMC and its issues, with, 

however only moderate success. For instance, German policy makers attempted to 

create an online portal, where all OMC-related, regional and local information could be 

deposited (called Info Börse). However, the website was never updated after its initial 

launch in 2006 and thus failed to perform as intended. In other cases, special efforts 

have been undertaken to make the OMC generally better known, including the EU-

supported project LabAS in Lithuania, which aimed at raising awareness about the 

government’s National Action Plan for Social Inclusion; the joint project “Raising 

Awareness Campaign on Social Inclusion and Social Protection” launched by Belgium, 

Bulgaria and Romania; the Forum Teilhabe in Germany, which brought together a wide 

range of actors to discuss social inclusion issues; or the French website called “Let’s 

learn about the OMC” was set up in reaction to NGO advocacy. In Portugal the “Forum 

de ONGs para a Inclusão Social” was created, with its own website. Even though the 
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forum seems to have lost some of its momentum, it is considered an important step to 

foster NGO participation.  

 Given its poor visibility, knowledge about the Social OMC remains to be limited 

to a small circle of experts, policy makers and stakeholders. The wider policy 

community is by and large unaware of the OMC. Notable exceptions include Belgium, 

which has seen a general increase in awareness to the point where most politicians are 

aware of the Social OMC, the Spanish regions that are in contact with the OMC – or 

rather the NSR – through the development of their regional and local inclusion plans, 

or Romania, where numerous actors learned about the OMC during pre-accession 

preparations, and where the government and NGOs actively seek to create OMC 

awareness, especially since 2009.  

 In some countries, interviewees have stressed that the streamlining and 

revision of the Lisbon Strategy in 2005 had led to a loss of awareness, and indeed 

interest in, the Social OMC due to the perception that genuinely “social issues” had 

become marginalised (e.g. DE, FR, IT, PT). The OMC on health care is the least well 

known.  

  

(c) Specialized Peer Reviews & Documents: High-quality Information, Little 

Diffusion 

In between 2006 and 2010, 44 Social OMC Peer Review seminars – funded by 

PROGRESS – took place in which a variety of themes were discussed. These seminars 

were popular among participants, but restricted to a small circle of experts. The small 

circle is thus both “a strength” (as experts get to know each other and in-depth 

discussions can take place) and “a limit” (as participation is limited to two persons per 

country, which limits the spread of the ideas discussed and exposure to “fresh” faces). 

If the “lessons learned” are a key element in drafting new legislative proposals remains 

unclear, but also here, indirect and strategic effects are likely. While indirect effects 

stem from “feeding in” new ideas or vocabulary into the national policy making 

process, some ministries used the Peer Review as their “outlet” to expose national 

actors to new ways of thinking that were previously seen as unacceptable (e.g. that 

nurses could perform basic tasks in rural areas of Germany in which there are not 

enough medical doctors). In DK, trafficking was highlighted as an appropriate subject 

for a peer review, because of the cross-border nature of trafficking of women. It is a 

problem all EU countries face in the context of open borders within the EU. 
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 Besides the NSR and Peer Reviews, there are numerous other documents 

available that can foster learning. While many experts and stakeholders simply do not 

have the time to carefully read EU documents, some of these were considered 

important and a good resource for policy learning and promoting certain issues or 

positions. Among the most valued were the Commission Staff Working papers and the 

thematic report on Child Poverty and to a lesser extent Homelessness (especially in 

Denmark) were mentioned, while the recently acceded Member States tend to also 

pay close attention to the Country Fiches. Especially NGOs increasingly utilise the OMC 

and its documents to partake in national discussions. The availability of many 

documents only in English has been mentioned as a barrier for the dissemination of 

these reports (e.g. DE, ES, FR, IT).  

(d) Intermediate Summary 

Given the findings outlined above, the OMC remains scarcely known beyond a small 

circle of (central) bureaucrats, social advocates, and small handful of engaged 

politicians. The main document, the NSR, is a document potentially available to many 

interested actors and valued as a source mainly with respect to learning about other 

Member States (with some concern about the “faming” that is characteristic for its 

contents). Learning is also highly appreciated in the context of the Peer Reviews, 

where a very small number of (mostly varying) stakeholders come together. Despite 

the lack of broad awareness of the OMC as a method, the intense discussion and 

engagement with its ideas and goals by a small but potentially influential circle of 

actors suggests that an impact on policy discourse, agenda, policies and procedures is 

possible. The following sections, will discuss the impact of the Social OMC. 

 

3.2 Impact 

(a) Policy Thinking, Discourse, and Agendas 

While most interviewees quickly point to domestic factors when explaining changes in 

policy thinking, there is ample evidence in all of the country studies that suggest that 

the OMC has (mostly indirectly and through “capillary effects”) contributed to 

“reflections on” or “reassessments of” policy. This evidence is concentrated in – but 

not limited to – the area of Social Inclusion. This is hardly surprising as NGOs are 

particularly receptive to the Social OMC and utilise it as both an information source 

and as a lobbying tool (this was particularly evident in Belgium, Denmark, and 

Romania). More specifically, the Social OMC has contributed to acknowledgment and 

increasing awareness of poverty in the “old” Member States such as Belgium, 
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Denmark, Germany, Italy or Portugal. Especially child poverty was identified as a new 

focal point in Belgium, Denmark, Germany, France, Lithuania, Poland and Portugal, 

while rethinking the causes of and adequate responses to homelessness was reported 

in Denmark and Italy. While there is no conclusive evidence offered in the country 

studies, the frequent references to both child poverty and homeless suggests that the 

“thematic reporting” in between the NSRs has made these issues more salient. The 

development of a social economy was particularly stressed in the recently acceded 

Member States such as Poland and Romania (where this is a more recent 

development), while the concept of integrated long-term care was first 

institutionalised in Lithuania in response to the Social OMC process. Also in PL policy 

makers began to “think about” this issue, whereas German policy makers are 

increasingly address issues of quality management. Broader terms such as activating 

social policies, active ageing or flexicurity form a general vocabulary that features 

prominently in all countries. The prominence of these terms is likely to be a reflection 

also of the (arguably stronger) Lisbon Strategy for Growth and Jobs, which is also 

concerned with these issues. In Belgium, for example, the early retirement issue began 

to be seen as a “problem” (and no longer as a “feature”) through the combined 

pressure emanating from these two “soft” processes. 

Speaking the “same language” across Europe shapes the way issues are thought 

about and publicly discussed, and thus acts as “sign posts” towards which “good 

policy” is supposed to be directed. While few of these impacts are direct and traceable 

only to the OMC, perhaps one of the most striking findings is that EU Member States 

are increasingly aware of the policies implemented in the other EU countries and 

actively solicit/engage in exchanges of ideas how to best solve common problems. In 

this “open” context, many other international organisations have also been mentioned 

as sources for inspiration, comparison and learning, including the OECD (BE, DE, DK, ES, 

PL), the World Bank/IMF (IT, PL, RO), the WHO (ES, LT, PT), or UNICEF (LT, PT).  

The changes in policy thinking have also affected public discourses in a variety 

of contexts. In numerous cases, governments have used the OMC to justify their 

legislative decisions vis-à-vis the public. Examples include the “active inclusion” 

discourse in France or the early retirement reform in Poland, while Lithuanian 

observers find that the OMC generally “helped to strengthen” national social policy 

reform efforts. In Spain, the government referred to the OMC when pushing through 

(controversial) initiatives to promote gender equality and the Act on the Promotion of 

Personal Autonomy and Care for Dependent Persons. Quite striking is also the finding 

that the discourse of “social inclusion” in Britain is explicitly “European” rather than 

“North American”, which is evidence that the Social OMC – in a broader sense – has 

been acceptable to the British community of policy makers (which – it has to be noted 
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– at the time was predominantly Labour). In Denmark, the Social OMC directly inspired 

a non-profit actor (CASA) to write a report on poverty in Denmark from a comparative 

perspective using EU-SILC data, which the NGO hoped would trigger a wide-spread 

public debate on this issue (and fed into the debates in the context of the European 

Year of Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion in 2010). Many Danish NGOs, the 

labour unions, and the opposition parties argue that poverty has been increasing in 

recent years, also and especially because of the (centre-right) government’s 

inadequate policy response. The OMC comes into this discussion not only thematically, 

but also because of the debate about which indicators to use to measure poverty. 

Finally, in Belgium, the OMC has contributed not only to a public discussion of child 

poverty (an issue that was largely absent prior to 2007), but also promoted a 

discussion of the adequacy of Belgian pensions replacement rates and the reform of 

the second pension pillar (WAP).  

 Due to the direct impact on thinking and discourse, the policy agenda has – in 

some cases – also been directly influenced by the OMC. This was the case, for instance, 

in Denmark, where the OMC process – especially the findings presented in PROGRESS-

funded peer reviews – triggered the formulation of a national homelessness strategy 

for 2008-2011. In Poland, the OMC is said to have affected the political agenda on a 

variety of issues, ranging from reforming early retirement schemes (in the context of 

“active ageing) to remodelling long-term care institutions. France and Belgium made 

combating child poverty “a priority” in 2006 and 2007 respectively due to the influence 

of the OMC. In Germany, the OMC was believed to have been one important factor 

which has helped to keep poverty on the agenda, while Belgian politicians – especially 

social democrats – included the raising of Belgian minimum pensions in their agendas, 

while the at-risk-of-poverty norm became a more general point of reference in policy 

social debates and negotiations. 

 In needs to be noted, however, that the inclusion of “OMC terms” was not 

always welcomed or seen as a positive development. For instance, flexicurity remains a 

highly controversial subject especially for labour unions, since they fear that policy-

makers overemphasize flexibilization and not security (e.g., DE, LT, PT). Likewise 

“active ageing” is feared to “force” older workers to work (in inadequate jobs or 

working conditions), “active welfare” is sometimes seen as an “excuse” to shift 

responsibilities onto individuals, and making social protection systems more 

sustainable is equated with cutting costs by terminating services or reducing transfer 

levels (e.g. DE, DK, IT, PL). Similarly, numerous stakeholders in Belgium were critical 

about the almost exclusive attention paid to child poverty as it reduced the visibility 

of/took emphasis away from other groups experiencing poverty. 
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(b)Programmatic and Legislative Change 

Most Member States argue that they already follow the logic and ideas of the Social 

OMC and that programmatic and legislative change is thus not directly visible. Yet, 

there is ample evidence that Member States “look beyond their borders” before 

developing new social legislation, a process in which the OMC is an important factor 

and source for ideas. The interviews revealed some concrete evidence that the OMC 

contributed to, or at least accelerated, a variety of legislative initiatives. Among the 

most prominent examples are Lithuania and Romania. In Romania, which had 

undergone a general phase of welfare state restructuring in the context of the 

accession process, interviewees consistently argued that these reforms were heavily 

guided by the OMC. In Lithuania, in turn, the OMC was credited as the process that 

“introduced the ‘long-term care’ concept”, which has significant effects on the 

governance of the Lithuanian welfare state.  

 Evidence is also offered for more indirect effects of the OMC in supporting 

legislative developments. Examples include Italy, where the Social OMC influenced the 

preparation of some “regional acts” regarding employment plans for the most 

vulnerable groups (e.g. ex-convicts) and recovery plans for redundant workers and the 

unemployed. In Italy – and also in Germany – the OMC is also associated with 

supporting legislative reforms that were intended to make the pensions systems more 

sustainable, while allowing social advocacy groups to “remind” the government not to 

neglect adequacy and modernisation issues (especially pension levels for persons with 

atypical work careers and the “new” risks associated with new gender roles). In 

Poland, the OMC has contributed to the reform of early retirement schemes (e.g. the 

“bridging pensions” scheme or the 50+ Programme), the passage of measures to 

support the employment of disabled persons, and laws on social employment, social 

cooperatives and social integration centres. In Belgium, the 2005 Generation Pact 

between the Social Partners (which was later transposed into Belgian legislation) was 

clearly influenced by the Social OMC, while the minimum pensions for employees 

(GRAPA) was raised to the at-risk-of-poverty rate. The latter became a more general 

threshold (e.g., in the Flemish Region) for minimum benefits. Last, also in Portugal 

many interviewees have argued that the 2006 pension reform was explicitly embedded 

in a European context (i.e. policymakers actively solicited information about other 

Member States), and that the reform discourse was influenced by OMC speak and its 

principles.  
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 There are some actors in many of the countries, however, who argue that 

governmental policy often also runs against the tenets of the OMC, including Italy 

where, for instance, the absence of a national minimum income scheme contradicts 

the “active inclusion” concept; in Germany, where NGOs and labour unions criticise 

changes to parental leave legislation that negatively affect the most disadvantaged; or 

complaints by inter alia NGOs in – most loudly – Italy, Lithuania, Romania, Poland, 

Portugal or Spain that austerity measures run against many of the OMC’s social 

inclusion goals. Government officials were quick to point out that these measures 

were necessary and reflect the goal of making Social Protection systems more 

sustainable.  

 

(c) Procedural Change: Data Usage, Monitoring, and Coordination  

The impact of the OMC on data collection and usage is mixed. On the one hand, there 

are those Member States with well-developed structures that collect and prepare 

national data for both policy makers and the wider public (e.g. DE, DK, FR, UK). In these 

countries, the impact of the OMC on data availability and usage is arguably small. 

However, even in these countries small, but significant, improvements are mentioned 

as a direct result of the OMC, the application of the revised Laeken indicators, and 

cross-country comparisons. In France, for instance, the indicator on child poverty has 

gained in importance when EU comparisons identified France’s relatively poor 

performance in this area. Both Germany and France have started to collect data on 

new indicators, including workless households and the pensions replacement rate 

respectively. In Denmark, social NGOs critical of the centre-right government’s 

handling of social inclusion issues have utilized the OMC to trigger a public discussion 

of the extent to which poverty is prevalent in the Danish universal welfare state. 

Moreover, even these nationally “confident” Member States – except Danish officials 

who are at odds with social NGOs and the opposition parties on this issue – generally 

welcome the EUROSTAT data and the Common Indicators as they allow for 

comparisons and contrasts of national outcomes, programmes and systems. The 

availability of cross-national data has also enhanced the ability of non-state actors to 

lobby the government and resulted in the publication of unofficial “league tables” or 

“score cards” in national media outlets - also and especially in the context of the 

European Year on Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion.  

 On the other hand, those countries with less well-developed national (or sub-

national) structures generally perceive that the OMC has made an - at times - 

substantive contribution to data collection, availability, and usage (e.g. BE, ES, IT, LT, 
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PL, PT, RO). National ministries enhanced their statistical capabilities and often also 

benefit from EU funding to support staff training (e.g. LT, PL, RO), while in Italy or Spain 

the regional authorities mainly benefited from national attempts to collect and 

disseminate data. In Belgium, involvement in the social inclusion OMC has boosted 

statistical capacity at the federal level, while data are now disaggregated and made 

available to regional actors. 

 Only in a few cases, additional bodies have been set up to monitor the NSR. 

Instead, monitoring remains weak in most instances because the NSR is an ex-post 

report.5 There are examples, however, of Member States having reinforced existing 

structures. In Lithuania, an Internet portal, the Social Map, has been set up, where 

data on social inclusion issues in various regions are published. In the medium term, 

this portal may be used interactively and thus function as a possible way to monitor 

particular elements of the NSR (e.g. issues related to poverty and social exclusion). In 

Spain, the OMC triggered the “Diagnosis of Poverty Situation and Social Exclusion” 

programme, which was set up to improve the regions’ statistical capacity. Italy, in turn, 

not only launched a preparatory study for the setting up of regional and local 

observatories for social inclusion, but also initiated so-called “monitoring tables” on an 

ad hoc basis to evaluate the NAP/incl. 2001, the NSR 2006, and, most recently, in the 

context of the European Year on Eradicating Poverty.  

 In many Member States, the Social Ministries responsible for drafting the NSRs 

ask a variety of actors for advice, comments, or a text contribution. This includes, for 

instance, ministries responsible for labour, housing, youth, education, vocational 

training or disability issues in the context of SI, and almost always also the finance 

ministers are consulted due to the expensive nature of national SP systems (the main 

exception were Portugal and Belgium, where the economic and finance actors are not 

part of the NSR process). In Romania, the Public Employment Service was also 

involved, commenting on the NSR and implementing “various policy priorities”. These 

– at times – extensive consultations were described as a “normal” procedure, 

conducted in the structures already in place in Denmark, Great Britain or Germany, or 

as mainly a “formality” (e.g. PL). In some of these countries, the NSR process has had a 

weak, but discernable impact (e.g. creating more awareness of EU-level issues as 

described in DK, encouraging people “to talk to each other” in PT). In others, the OMC 

was said to have had no impact on inter-ministerial co-ordination (DE, UK). Yet in other 

cases, however, the production of the NSR has contributed to an improved co-

ordination among ministries and a more consensual vision (e.g. FR), has provided some 
                                                           
5
 However, monitoring of activities takes place in countries where this is an institutionalised way of 

doing things. In Denmark there is close monitoring of all projects, in line with the national tradition of 
policy and project monitoring. 
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opportunities for cross-departmental consultation that would otherwise not take place 

(e.g. IT, LT, PT), or has strengthened the collaboration between the social and the 

health (e.g. LT, PT) or between social and employment ministries (e.g., ES, LT). The 

consultation in Romania was, perhaps, the widest as ten roundtables were organised, 

bringing together a wide range of national, sub-national, public and civil society actors 

to discuss social inclusion issues (and yet failed to bring ministries closer together). 

Similar opportunity structures were also created for pensions and health care (thus, in 

Belgium, the health care section of the NSR created a unique platform where 

policymakers of different federal and regional governments met). 

 There is, however, almost universal consensus that the streamlining of the 

three stands has failed to bring national ministries together in a novel way.   

 

Co-ordination with other-than-social actors (sub-national level). The involvement of 

social actors at the regional and local levels is already weak (see section on awareness 

above). Even weaker, if not entirely absent, is the involvement of other-than-social 

actors. In some of the countries, regional parliaments and local authorities are not 

included in the process at all (e.g. DK, FR, IT, PL, PT), while in others, the regional and 

local authorities/associations receive draft NSRs for review and commenting, but with 

tight schedules to respond (e.g. DE, LT). The OMC remains a “national affair” with very 

little involvement of regional/local actors. For instance, in Denmark, only a single 

person representing the regional/municipal level is involved in the consultation 

process. While the regions have – since the structural reforms in 2007 – little role to 

play in governing social policy, the lack of involvement of the since then larger, and 

more powerful local authorities is a striking finding. Similarly in France, one single 

person represents the local units (counties), while the regions are not represented 

(also here due to the lack of responsibility in the social field). German regional and 

local actors are similarly apprehensive about getting involved, questioning the “added 

value” of the OMC for their daily activities (especially given that Mutual Learning is 

limited to the national ministries and NGOs and the limited outreach by the 

Commission to assist regional/local actors in tackling real problems). In Portugal, there 

is no involvement of regional/local actors whatsoever, while co-ordination with sub-

national levels of government remain “the weak link” in Lithuania. A striking “outlier” 

was the Belgian case, in which the OMC process has stimulated interregional 

exchanges, prudent cross-regional learning, and more generally “discussions” between 

regions (see also box below).  
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 Despite the apparent lack of direct “impact” of the OMC on horizontal co-

ordination in most cases, the OMC process is also credited with triggering local social 

action plans in both Portugal and regional ones in Spain (after the launch of the first 

NAP/incl. in 2001). While there is no direct, systematic link between the current NSRs 

and the local action plans in any of the two countries, the OMC is arguably supporting 

the continuation of the local plans and promoting an “inclusive”, multi-stakeholder 

approach to tackling social issues. In Poland, first attempts are being made to also 

launch some local actions plans for inclusion. How the NSR is prepared and who 

actively participates in this process contributes, in turn, to heightening awareness 

about the OMC process as a political opportunity structure, and also awareness about 

ideas about policy change, monitoring and data collection being promoted through the 

OMC. 

 

4 Discussion  

Despite much criticism from academics and stakeholders alike, the OMC is welcomed 

as a source for information and an ideal forum for policy learning and mutual 

exchanges, although the number of truly engaged actors is limited. It has proven to be 

able to affect national policy processes in a number of instances. Not surprisingly, the 

overview has shown that the OMC mainly works in two ways, including (a) “changing 

minds” through (critical) self-reflection after exposure to new ideas, practices and 

data, mutual learning in the context of Peer Reviews, or socialization processes as part 

of an European elite (in the Council of Ministers for Employment and Social Affairs, and 

among civil servants in the social protection committee and the indicators sub-group) 

(see Horvath, 2008 for a more detailed analysis); and (b) “changing deeds” as the OMC 

creates “opportunity structures” for actors to shape the content and direction of policy 

discourses, place (or help to retain) issues on the agenda, or sell certain decisions to a 

(skeptical) audience. This finding suggests that scholars interested in ideas and policy 

change can learn from the example of the OMC. 

Examples constituting an impact of the OMC mainly stem mainly from the Social 

Inclusion strand, where the OMC has played an important role in keeping issues 

related to poverty on national radars (e.g. Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Italy or 

Portugal), or introduced new focal points such as strategies to combat child poverty 

(Belgium, Denmark, Germany, France, Lithuania, Poland and Portugal) or homelessness 

(Denmark and Italy).  In numerous cases this development also led to an improved 

collection of data, better coordination beween ministries or more involvement of 

social actors and policy change. Equally important, however, the streamlining of the 
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OMC in 2005 was also blamed to take salience away from Social Inclusion and that the 

“big social insurance schemes” now dominated the discourse (e.g. DE, FR, IT). Social 

Protection reform was indeed a relevant topic, especially regarding the issue of 

sustainability (which was then criticized as many actors felt that the OMC gave way for 

a discourse circled on welfare retrenchment rather than modernization). The OMC is 

contributed to have directly or indirectly contributed to pension reforms (and 

associated discourses) in Belgium, Germany, Italy, Poland and Portugal.  The OMC 

Health and Long-term care, however, remained largely unknown to many actors, and 

even among those that are familiar with it, it is not considered strong enough or 

relevant enough by stakeholders and civil servants. Only in Lithuania is the OMC 

believed to have been instrumental in the government’s conceptualization of care 

reforms. 

While it goes beyond the scope of this paper to explain why the OMC seems to matter 

differently across policy issues, two immediate hypotheses can be put forward. First, 

the OMC for Social Inclusion is most prevalent because it is the oldest and most 

institutionalized, and because social NGOs actively instrumentalize the OMC to 

advance their concerns in discussions with governmental actors, since they do not 

have other instrumentalized channels through which to do this. This is contrary to 

social partners that have other channels to influence policy choices. Second, the 

Pensions OMC is more successful than Health because pension systems are easier to 

compare (coverage, replacement rate, contributions, retirement age) than health 

systems which are difficult to quantify and rely on very diverse institutional settings. 

For health issues, there is also the tension that not DG EMPL is not the only co-

ordinator, but there are several parallel health processes undertaken by DG SANCO. In 

addition, the health care OMC is the “youngest” and least institutionalized of the three 

social OMCs. 

With regards to explaining cross-country differences, the findings are more puzzling. 

This comprehensive cross-country research on the social OMCs has shown that 

knowledge achieved through the OMC directly or indirectly is used selectively and 

politically by actors, and what is more, it is interpreted according to domestic 

institutional frames of reference and political priorities. However, the findings suggests 

that the dynamics behind the OMC’s success are more important than institutional 

legacies or welfare regime types, a “goodness of fit” or partisan constellations.  

 

5. Future Developments 
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For future research on the OMC, it is crucial to take account of the continuity and 

changes of the EU’s socio-economic agenda, now coined Europe 2020, in which OMCs 

are embedded. In 2010, ‘Europe 2020’, replaced the Lisbon Strategy, affecting 

coordination processes as well as policy objectives. Within this new arrangement, five 

EU Headline Targets form the core benchmarks, which are supported by ten Integrated 

Guidelines covering economic, environmental, employment and social issues, and 

seven Flagship Initiatives. Two of the Guidelines are devoted to employment policy, 

and one on social exclusion and education respectively (for more information, see 

Weishaupt and Lack, 2011), while there are no targets or guidelines for social 

protection issues in the context of the Europe 2020 Strategy. Rather, these issues will 

be pursued within the context of the “updated” Social OMC (see below). 

The social aim consists of promoting social inclusion, intimately linked to increasing 

labour market participation, and combating poverty. In the core Europe 2020 process, 

a benchmark has been agreed, where Member States have committed to “lift at least 

20 million people out of the risk of poverty and exclusion” by 2020 (European Council, 

2010). The Social Protection Committee lobbied for a comprehensive set of indicators 

to measure the people at-risk-of-poverty: the at-risk-of-poverty rate, the material 

deprivation rate, and the share of people living in jobless households (social protection 

committee, 2010). However, this was not endorsed by the Council that agreed that 

poverty should be assessed on the basis of Member States’ national poverty 

thresholds. There is, however, a clear risk that the poverty reduction target will fall to 

the way-side as the first league table for Europe 2020 indicates. Rather than estimating 

how many people are at the risk of poverty in the EU, the EU at-risk of poverty 

threshold is not used. The league table simply states that “Result cannot be calculated 

because of differences in national methodologies” (European Commission, 2011). 

However, almost all member states have listed a specific national target how they will 

contribute to lifting 20 million European citizens out of poverty. At times, these targets 

are not very ambitious (e.g. Germany), which suggests a lack of real political will to 

treat the EU target as a serious focal point. Likewise, only three EU members (Bulgaria, 

Cyprus, Estonia) have received Commission- Council country specific recommendations 

that they needed to deal with poverty issues more acutely. Nevertheless, having 

poverty in the core of the Europe 2020 Strategy could – in the medium run – raise 

awareness about poverty, not only among social ministries and civil society actors, but 

also among finance ministries.  

  

In addition to making Social Inclusion – at least on paper – a salient political ambition 

at European level, also the other two Social OMCs will be pursued. However, the 

reporting procedure will be reduced, in order to focus more on results and pressing 
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priorities. In particular the Commission-Council joint report on the national strategy 

reports will be abandoned altogether. The aim is to reduce the administrative burden 

of the social OMCs, while more energy will be devoted to focal issues when these 

come to the political agenda (such as problems related to the exclusion of the Roma).  
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