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Introduction 

What is the use of EU policies? Does European integration influence national social policies? 

This articles maps out the analytical grid which has enabled a collaborative research effort 

regarding the relationship between European integration and its outputs on national 

institutional and political settings (Graziano, Jacquot and Palier, 2011) whose general aim was 

exploring and specifying what are the political mechanisms through which the EU plays a role 

in domestic social policy changes. We contend here that the best way to understand how the 

EU can influence domestic politics is to look at the way national actors are making use of EU 

resources and constraints. The main goal, therefore, is to unveil the political games through 

which European resources and constraints become political opportunities for national actors. 

 

 

1. National welfare reforms and the relevance of Europe 
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In the past years, various books have been published on welfare state reforms, analyzing the 

‘retrenchment’, ‘transition’ or ‘survival’ of the welfare state in Europe (Esping-Andersen, 1996; 

Ferrera and Rhodes, 2000; Scharpf and Schmidt, 2000; Huber and Stephens, 2001; Leibfried, 

2001; Pierson, 2001; Sykes, Palier and Prior, 2001; Taylor-Gooby, 2001; Daniel and Palier, 

2001; Swank, 2002; Wilensky, 2002). Although this literature emphasizes the pressures of 

international constraints on the development of welfare systems, very few contributions 

analyze in detail the role played by the EU in the changes.  

A growing literature has indeed been devoted since the mid-1990s to the assessment of the 

welfare state crisis in European countries (Jacquot 2008) and the main causes that are 

highlighted can be listed as follows: 

- International factors are privileged by some authors as one of the main causes of the 

welfare state crisis, including: globalization (i.e. Mishra 1999), and/or the new 

international economic context (i.e. Scharpf, Schmidt 2000). 

- Other authors study primarily domestic factors, including: changes in the labour 

market organization (such as the passage from an industrial to a service economy, the 

mass entry of women into the labour market), and/or demographic ageing, changes in 

the family structure (i.e. Pierson 1998). 

 

In this framework, the possible role and influence of the process of European integration as 

such is scarcely taken into account as an autonomous factor of change.  
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When it then comes to the analysis of the content of recent welfare state reforms in European 

countries, few references are made to the EU in the literature: the role of the European level 

tends to be considered as negligible or redundant if one wants to understand welfare state 

changes at the national level. Analyses of the reforms have focused on institutional constraints 

and underlined the remarkable continuity and remaining diversity of the European welfare 

states (Daniel, Palier 2001; Esping-Andersen 1996; Ferrera, Rhodes 2000; Huber, Stephens 

2001; Leibfried 2001; Palier, Martin 2008; Pierson 2001; Scharpf, Schmidt 2000; Swank 2002; 

Sykes, Palier, Prior 2001; Taylor-Gooby 2001). The literature on this subject agrees on the 

existence of, at least, three worlds of welfare reforms, each “world of welfare” following its 

own path of reform: re-commodification in the liberal welfare states; rationalizing 

recalibration in the Nordic welfare states; updating recalibration in the Continental welfare 

systems (Pierson 2001). Current reforms are seen as reinforcing the logic of each model. There 

is no or little evidence of convergence in the solutions adopted by each welfare state (Ferrera 

and Rhodes 2000).  

 

To understand the recent welfare state responses to new challenges, it seems therefore to be 

more useful to refer to national institutional specificities. A most diffused thinking reads as 

follows: if Europe had any influence on national welfare reforms, one could witness some 

convergence of the welfare systems in the Member states; however, as studies do not sustain 

the idea of convergence, European influence is not really meaningful to understand changes. 

This position is also supported by institutional elements, by the predominance of the principle 

of subsidiarity in social matters at the EU level, and by the fact that the European Union has no 

direct competencies on the heart of social protection but merely “subsidiary competence 
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provisions” under which intervention is possible only if considered functional for market 

integration. 

 

Against this understanding, an increasing number of authors have pleaded for an inclusion of 

the European Union in the picture (for a review, see Jacquot 2008). According to them, in 

order to grasp all the aspects of welfare state transformation, the relationships between the 

European integration, European and national policies has to be addressed. Traditional analysis 

tends to take the national level as the relevant one to understand the politics of welfare 

reforms, and does not pay sufficient attention to the impact of European integration on the 

development of social policy at the national level. More precisely, some authors are starting to 

question the static description of some welfare states, notably the Bismarckian and South-

European ones (Palier, 2005, 2010; Ferrera, 1996), and call for more comparative empirical 

research. In fact, not sufficient attention has been given to the mechanisms of impact of 

European policies on the development of social policy in European Member States. Despite the 

fact that in the European context Welfare states have become semi-sovereign (Leibfried, 2001; 

Pierson, 2001), very few research has been focusing on the interaction between the EU and 

national social policy developments.  

 

Mainly four major contributions stand out as relevant with respect to the impact of Europe on 

national social policies: Falkner and others (2005); Zeitlin and Pochet (2005) and, more 

recently, Kvist and Saari (2007) and Heidenreich and Zeitlin (2009).   
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The first study is a very accurate analysis of the implementation of a limited number of 

directives in the 15 member states, and it is primarily concentrated in examining the 

‘translation’ of EU policies (i.e. directives) at the national level. This project elaborates a 

typology of “worlds of compliance” (“world of law observance”, “world of domestic politics”, 

“world of transposition neglect” – and added a fourth one when studying the Central and 

Eastern Euroepan countries, the “world of dead letter”). The second is a very useful 

comparative research effort aimed at providing information on the impact of the OMC (Open 

Method of Coordination) on national policies in the field of Employment and Social Exclusion. 

This volume, also, is devoted to the implementation of EU policies (the OMC) in a large number 

of EU countries, but it provides a limited account on the mechanisms of change that occur at 

the national level. The third contribution consists in an analysis of the developments of 

national social policies in the light of emerging EU social protection policies (economic and 

employment policies and the social policy agenda) in numerous European countries. The 

fourth contribution is particularly focused on the OMC, which is only one of the relevant EU 

initiatives in the field of social policy, and concludes by stating that the OMC processes “have 

(…) contributed to bringing Member States closer together by eroding historical institutional 

differences between them, while at the same time stimulating the continuous emergence of 

new forms of practical diversity through the creative adaptation of common European 

principles and policy approaches by domestic actors to suit their distinct circumstances” 

(Zeitlin, 2009: 234). 

 

All these contributions are of great use and interest, but they consider Europeanization 

primarily as a top-down process and hence they limit their analysis to the impact of European 

Union policies on national ones, providing limited information on the mechanisms and 
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different patterns of change that have occurred at the national level. The only volume which 

takes a different approach which is more in line with the one developed here (Heidenreich and 

Zeitlin, 2009) covers only a limited number of European countries and it is focused on the OMC 

and not on the other policy initiatives developed at the EU level over time. 

 

A new wave of literature on the role of the European Union in welfare state transformation 

has shown that, despite continuity and path dependence, the integration process participates 

to the understanding of the national measures of reform. But, most importantly, it has shown 

that this influence is not necessary direct nor is it strictly limited to legally binding regulations. 

In our understanding, to be captured this role has to be put into perspective and the definition 

of Europeanization of the welfare state reforms needs to be broadened.  

 

In the past 10 years, the national and the European levels have become increasingly 

“interwoven” in the field of social protection (Kvist and Saari 2007). In this sense, the process 

of welfare state reforms can be considered as Europeanised. Consequently, the question that 

has to be tackled by the analyst certainly needs to be reformulated: Europe matters, but how 

does it matter? The aim of “the how question” is to investigate into the diversity of the 

mechanisms of influence of Europe and to insist on variable such as actors and interests who 

are sometimes overshadowed, or rather considered as passive intermediary variables, in a 

literature mainly focused on institutions.  
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Furthermore, in a period when the EU is increasingly emphasizing the need to implement 

‘employment-friendly’ welfare reforms, and in a period when even the Conservative 

corporatist welfare regimes have decided to give up with the “labour shedding” and welfare 

without work strategy (Clegg, 2007, Palier, 2010), it seems particularly relevant to better 

analyze the linkages between national ‘employment-friendly’ welfare reforms and the EU’s 

possible inputs and influence.  

 

 

2. How does EU matter? The usages of Europe and the interactions between the domestic 

and EU levels 

 

In order not to reproduce the past analyses of EU influence on social policy, which all started 

by the EU level and concluded for a weak influence, we would rather start from the national 

level as the relevant one for understanding welfare reforms, and see at that level whether, 

where, when and how the EU has been mobilized by national actors during the reform 

dynamic. We also want to consider cases when the EU itself has constituted a target for 

national actors’ political action both in the policy formulation and in the policy implementation 

phase. In sum, we want to study the usages of Europe.  

 

This approach has several advantages. First, it does not take for granted that the EU pressures 

all lead to the same kind of pressures in various national welfare states. Looking specifically at 

the national level allows better capturing the specificity of each national case and seeing if, 
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when and how EU policies have entered into the national policy agenda. Second, it does not 

assume a priori that Europe has had an effect (whatever it may be) on national welfare states. 

Our research design is made in such a way that space for various options is left to empirical 

study which may show that European resources and constraints are to be counted next to 

many other resources and constraints available at the national level (or at the international 

level, as in the case of Turkey). Third, the study considers various social policy fields (pensions, 

employment, social assistance) and therefore it provides more information and less 

idiosyncratic research answers than other single-policy focused studies (such as the OMC) 

which have flourished over the past years. 

 

The usages of EU resources by national actors: a research strategy 

It can not easily be contested that the evolution of welfare states and their reform can be 

understood and explained primarily looking at the national level: the origins, the timing, the 

actors, the political and social conflicts, the specific measures vary from one country to the 

other, even from one sector to another, and have national traits and specificities that can not 

be ignored. Hence, it is quite difficult to argue that any national reform in the main areas of 

welfare (unemployment insurance, employment policies, pension and health care polices, care 

policies, etc.) has been implemented in any given European country because it was imposed by 

European institutions. Any attempt to look at the link between Europeanization and domestic 

welfare reforms with this top down perspective and type of question (is Europe the cause of 

national welfare reforms?) will have hard times in detecting any strong, direct influence of the 

EU. As it is well known, there has been no hard law, no directives in the ‘traditional’ fields of 

the welfare state (with the exception of vocational training and other employment sub-policy 
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fields), and in the literature limited empirical evidence for direct EU influence on national 

welfare reforms can be found. 

 

However, this does not mean that the EU has not played a role in welfare reforms; it simply 

means that asking a mere ‘top down’ research question is not particularly useful in the case of 

welfare reforms. The recent literature on Europeanization and social policy (Graziano, 2004; 

Zeitlin and Pochet, 2005; Graziano, 2007; Heidenreich and Zeitlin, 2009) shows however that 

there may be some elements of the national reforms linked to the European policy trajectories 

and that these effects vary with respect to different national welfare state traditions (or 

models or worlds). What emerges from this literature is that the national actors are crucial in 

implementing reforms supported by European institutions. This is not surprising per se;  what 

is more surprising and interesting is that national actors, more or less suddenly, may support 

policy structures (i.e. policy objectives, principles, procedures and financial instruments; for 

further details, see pag. 16) which have not previously been supported by them, and quite 

often these new policy structures have a clear European flavor. 

 

In order to assess the type of influence the EU may have exercised on national reforms, we 

suggest a different research question, i.e. we do not ask whether the national reforms are or 

not the ‘implementation of European guidelines or directives’ (the EU being the independent 

variable, and the national reform the dependent one), but we want to investigate if, where, 

when and how national actors have been using EU resources, references, policy developments 

as a strategic device for their own strategies within the national dynamic of national reforms. 
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The basic research strategy is to consider EU’s policy developments as a set of opportunities 

and/or constraints for national actors. These actors ‘shuttle’ between the European level and 

the level on which they act (or wish to act), i.e. typically the national one, creating a context of 

interaction and reciprocal influence (Jacquot and Woll, 2003; Woll and Jacquot, 2010). 

Therefore, the aim is to analyze the changes at the national level, which result from the use of 

the process of European integration by many and diverse actors through many and diverse 

ways. Such a research strategy makes it possible to correctly place the EU actors and strategies 

in a wider (and more appropriate) context, i.e. where welfare state reforms have always taken 

– and still take – place. 

 

Put differently, in order to better understand the role of the EU in the national welfare reforms 

we want to ask the question raised elsewhere by Jacquot (2008, 21): “How do national actors 

use the tools and resources offered by the process of European integration (formal or 

informal, binding or non-binding, etc.) to help them in the national dynamics they are engaged 

in (bargain assets, legitimization, room for manoeuvre, power increase, etc.)?”. 

 

This means that what we are considering (and have considered in the various chapters of 

edited volume on which this paper is based; Grazano, Jacquot and Palier, 2011) is not the EU 

per se, but the national ‘employment-friendly’ welfare reforms, following the general 

assumption that if we take the national usages of Europe into account, we can better 

understand welfare reforms, and especially their common trends beyond diversity. What we 

therefore propose is to analyze various national reforms and try to identify within the national 
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dynamics, the national specific timings and national actors who have been using the EU as a 

tool for formulating, elaborating, defending and implementing welfare state reforms. 

 

The proposed approach allows us to look primarily at the mechanisms of recent welfare state 

reforms with appropriate lenses, since we are considering the political arena where policies 

are decided and implemented (the national one) and – in case of policy change –  we look for 

an explanation which is not purely based on more traditional endogenous factors. 

 

In order to do so, we need to identify: European resources and policies; the role of European 

institutions; national case policy evolution; different usages of Europe. But first we need to 

present and discuss the key research hypotheses derived from the literature on 

Europeanization and welfare state transformation. 

 

Membership, relationship and misfit: research hypotheses 

The general question of our research project is whether and how has the EU contributed to 

change national welfare states. The question can be investigated in two different ways. The 

two different analytical paths are the following: a) focus on the transformation of the national 

welfare state regimes and on the usages of Europe as an element to explain this process of 

change; b) focus exclusively on the national usages of Europe through the analysis of welfare 

state reforms. 
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Each option is legitimate and analytically sound but each also carries potential pitfalls. The 

major risk connected to option (a) is to overlook the EU and the usages of Europe and to only 

concentrate on domestic welfare state change. To counter this pitfall, it is important to always 

parallel national developments with EU developments, tracing the most relevant national 

changes and see if any link with the EU level can be found. For this purpose, we will focus on 

both EU and national trajectories in each country chapter. The major risk connected to option 

(b) is to take into account only the case studies where the EU has been influential and used by 

national actors, and to loose sight of the more general picture of the evolution of the national 

welfare state configuration. Focusing on the usages may also lead to only favour the analysis of 

´positive´ examples. However, cases of failures or ´counter-examples´ need to be considered 

carefully since they may help us to better understand the general evolution of national welfare 

states. 

 

Relying on the literature on Europeanization and welfare state transformation, but also on our 

own research, we have elaborated three specific research hypotheses which have been tested 

in each national case study presented in the edited book (Graziano, Jacquot and Palier, 2011). 

 

a) EU Membership-RH1: the more ‘under scrutiny’ by the EU the countries are (for example 

because they are accessing countries – see Grabbe, 2001), the more probable it is for the 

European Union policies and institutions to be considered seriously and therefore be a 

fundamental motivation of and/or point of reference for the political behaviour of national 

actors. In other terms, we would expect national actors to make constant and positive 

reference to Europe if they operate in accessing countries and few, limited or even no 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 14 of 30 

reference in ‘old’ EU members. The idea is to test what we may label as a ´joining the club´ 

effect. EU pressure is stronger when a country is about to become a member of the club (EU, 

EMU…) or to be seriously threatened to be excluded from it. The policy change consequence of 

this general hypotheses is that in cases of greater ‘scrutiny’ by the EU the countries we expect 

to witness more domestic social policy changes connected to EU prescriptions.  

 

b) Relationship to Europe-RH2: the specific usages of the EU for national welfare reforms 

depend on the general relationship of each country with Europe. This relationship, and its 

evolution, includes two sets of elements: the national elites’ attitudes towards Europe and the 

national public opinion’s attitude towards Europe. Here, the underlying assumptions are the 

following: if elites and public opinion are in favour of Europe, then usages will be both positive 

and explicit and we will expect major changes in the examined social policy field; if both elites 

and public opinion are Eurosceptic, then there is either no usage or a denial of the usage. The 

policy change implication is that in this case we will expect limited or no ´EU-driven´ change in 

the examined social policy fields. There is of course a continuum of mixed combinations in-

between these two ends. 

 

c) Policy fit/misfit-RH3: according to the degree of ´policy structure´ misfit between the EU and 

the national welfare regime, the nature of the usages of Europe made by national political 

actors in national reform process will be different from positive to negative, from using Europe 

as a legitimating reference to blaming and rejecting it or denying its influence. If there is a total 

fit, then there is no pressure from Europe, so no usage or claim that the EU has inspired the 

national orientation of reforms (but there may be a claim of “uploading”, that the national 
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case served as a model at the EU level and for other countries – see the Dutch case in this 

volume). If there is a small misfit, then there is a probable (limited) EU influence and (possible) 

usage. Is misfit is significant, then we can expect full usage to the EU in those cases where the 

social cost of reform are high (the so called ´blame avoidance´ phenomenon; Weaver, 1986), 

or we may also see neglect. This final hypothesis needs clearly to be connected to RH1: if there 

is no or limited public support (elite and/or public opinion) with respect to the EU, then in case 

of significant misfit we may witness no usage of Europe which could also be labelled as 

´rejection´ or ´resistance´; under the same conditions, if the public support (elite and/or public 

opinion) is high, then we will expect full usage of Europe. 

 

Elements of interaction: EU resources and EU roles 

In order to study the usages developed by national actors, it is necessary to articulate their 

political work with the resources provided by the EU, along with the role played by EU 

institutions in providing new opportunities and/or constraints to the national actors. 

 

Most of the time in the literature, Europe is perceived as a specific constraint which leads to 

negative integration, limiting national governments room for maneuver or sovereignty 

(Scharpf, 1999; Leibfrid and Pierson, 1995). But the EU has not only provided national actors 

and welfare systems with new constraints, it has also created new opportunities: ECJ cases, 

directives, EC communications, EES or OMC are full of new resources that national actors may 

have been taken up, translated, shaped in order to follow their own national strategy. 
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Five main types of EU resources can be listed: 

1. legal resources (primary legislation, secondary legislation, case law, etc.); 

2. financial resources (budgetary constraints but also European fundings); 

3. cognitive and normative resources (communications, ideas, etc.); 

4. political resources (argumentation, blame avoidance mechanisms, multi-level games, etc.); 

5. institutional resources (committees, agencies, etc.). 

 

This large range of resources highlights the fact that studying the usages of resources is not 

synonymous to only discourse analysis. Ideas – and also actors – are circulating between the 

EU and the national arenas. But, European opportunities and constraints provided by the EU 

have to be transformed into specific national resources by actors (even the transposition of 

directives cannot be reduced to a cut and paste process), which implies political work and 

hence involves power, transaction, framing, conflict, etc. 

 

Not all these resources will be relevant in each investigated policy field. Nevertheless, a 

checklist is very useful for our research strategy since what we do expect from the national 

cases is to see if and how the above mentioned resources have been used by national actors in 

order to promote or contrast welfare state reform efforts.  

What has emerged from the literature is that some welfare states – quite distant if considered 

from a ‘welfare state model’ perspective – have recently used similar resources and arguments 

(such as the Maastricht criteria, or the necessity to increase employment rate in the EU) in 
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order to reform very different welfare states (Immergut et al, 2006). Therefore, the focus on 

the resources and domestic policy change mechanisms may tell us more about recent 

similarities in political dynamics which can be found in very different welfare state settings. 

 

With respect to the negative integration process, looking at these pressures from our 

perspective should allow us to identify whether, when, where and how the reference to EU 

policies and institutions has been used nationally to justify and frame national welfare 

reforms. Finally, such a research strategy may help to identify the triggers of emerging 

European social policies which have a peculiar ‘national’ story. 

 

One of the aims of our research is to better qualify the type of influence the EU had on 

employment-friendly welfare reforms by analyzing the various usages that the EU resources 

can lead to. Whether perceived as constraints or opportunities, the EU resources will be 

analyzed through their usage by various domestic actors. We also need to understand the role 

played by Europe in providing specific new opportunities and/or constraints to the national 

actors. In general, European institutions may play eight different roles:  

 

1) No role for EU in employment-friendly reforms (a possibility to be taken into account); 

2) EU as a scapegoat for reform defense (a source of legitimizing arguments for domestic 

policy changes); 

3) EU as a reform-enforcement agent (in the framework of the OMC); 
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4) EU as a reform-coordinator, or reform-coach (a rather neutral role linked to the 

supervision of the implementation of the procedures of coordination instruments like 

the OMC); 

5) EU as a reform-catalyst, reform-supporter (with respect to pension or inclusion policies 

for instance, the European institutions played a more subtle role in providing 

guidelines which were in line with some of the reforms already implemented in some 

EU countries); 

6) EU as a reform-broker (key role in coordination towards agreement on common vision 

of the problems and solutions); 

7) EU as a reform-innovator/initiator, agenda-setter (with respect to regional funds and 

employment policy, the case of Italy shows that the reforms which took place in the 

second half of the 1990s were carried out after the EU initiatives were displayed 

(cohesion policy) or in the context of a greater reform process which was occurring in 

Europe (EES and employment policy); 

8) EU as a reform-taker (with respect to the Growth and Stability Pact, EU institutions had 

to partially change the ‘rules’ since both France and Germany between 2004 and 2005 

were not able to fully respect the Pact and therefore managed to produce a new, less 

binding Pact which could provide less constraints then the previous one). 

 

In the illustration of findings of the research effort (available in Graziano, Jacquot and Palier, 

2011) we have investigated what kind of roles the European institutions have played with 

respect to the national policy debates and/or decision-making systems in order to better 

understand how Europe has mattered.  
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The domestic policy evolution 

In order to organize the comparative case studies, all the authors have been asked to identify 

relevant reforms. Authors focus on ‘employment-friendly’ welfare reforms. By ‘employment-

friendly’ welfare reforms, we mean these reforms aimed at increasing activation of social 

policies, especially employment policies (Bonoli, 2010), and at increasing employment rates, 

be it of women (conciliation policies), older workers (active ageing and pension reforms aimed 

at postponing the retirement age) and anti-discrimination policies aimed at favoring 

employment for all.1 Since rendering welfare systems more ‘employment-friendly’ has been 

the motto of European institutions since the early 1990s, we assume that there may have been 

some usage of Europe in the national reform process. In the overall research effort, the 

analysis of the national reforms are structured by the two following series of questions: 

 

1. What are the key features of recent major reforms (from 1990)? Did any specific policy 

change occur? What were the policy structure dimensions involved?  

In order to be able to assess the quality and depth of change, we consider crucial to 

disentangle the various dimensions of change in general terms: objectives, principles, 

financial instruments, procedures. The objectives are the general aims of the policy, the 

principles are the policy normative assumptions, the procedures regard the policy 

operational mechanisms (for example, entitlements, governance structure, eligibility) 

and the financial instruments regard the funding sources. Focusing on these dimensions 

                                                           
1
 There is not a standard list of policies that each chapter should be looking at, but each author has chosen 

the relevant set of policies that both correspond to the main development in the country under study, and 

correspond to our broad definition of « employment-friendly » welfare reforms. 
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has allowed us to better understand the degree of change (radical change or 

transformation if 3 or 4 dimensions are involved, limited change or absorption in the 

case of EU pressures for change if only 1 or 2 dimensions are involved, continuity 

possibly driven by domestic resistance in the case of EU pressures for change if no 

dimension is involved). The need to analyse clearly these dimensions of changes (and 

the relevant policy dimensions) is not originated by the focus on welfare state change 

per se, but by the need to be accurate in a) the description of policy change in order to 

better grasp b) the role played by domestic actors. In other words, the nature of the 

change may be strongly connected to the national actors‟ selective „usage of Europe‟. 

 

2. What is the dynamics of national reform? What are the main explanations provided for 

national reforms? What are the reforms which can be associated with the UE 

integration/policies processes? What are the EU policy-based mechanisms in place? 

The chapters in this volume include information on the dynamics of national reform, i.e. 

information on who were the relevant actors in the reform processes, what has been the role 

of Europe and what was the nature of the policy conflict – if there was one – in the making of 

the reform. 

 

Analyzing the usages of Europe in national employment-friendly welfare state reforms 

Finally, by articulating EU resources mobilized at the national level and the specific role played 

by European institutions in each reforms, one of the aim of this volume is to elaborate a 

complete list of the possible usages of EU at the national level.  
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To understand and analyse the meaning of a reform, an essential element is the political work 

of actors within a normative system imposing its constraints. Domestic actors are at the same 

time “filters and users of European norms and rules” (Pasquier and Radaelli, 2006), and they 

are creative in their relation to European norms, opportunities, constraints, rules, discourse: 

they use them as a resource even in the absence of integration pressures, they re-appropriate 

and re-define them to advance their own agenda. Some authors have underlined the 

importance of this “leverage effect” (Erhel, Mandin, Palier 2005; Zeitlin and Pochet, 2005): 

national actors can use the European opportunities as a toolbox to advance their own interest 

or agenda, to legitimize their position, etc. Other authors have conceptualize this ability of 

actors as a specific form of “two-level game”, concerning not only grand intergovernmental 

bargaining but also the more day-to-day policy-making process (Börzel 2003; Büchs 2008). 

 

Domestic actors and bureaucracies (especially in the social policy field; see Kroeger, 2007) may 

be creative in their relation to European ideas, norms, opportunities, constraints, rules: they 

can use them as a resource even in the absence of integration pressures, they re-appropriate 

and re-define them to advance with their own agenda, to legitimize their political preferences, 

etc. (Jacquot and Woll 2003). Furthermore, the influence of the European Union may become 

even stronger if the national actors are willing to further support European initiatives. In other 

terms, in order to fully detect the role of Europe it is primarily important to analyze the 

national political games and preferences and the ways through which European ideas, norms, 

opportunities, constraints, rules have been used by national actors for their own power 

enhancement purposes (Jacquot 2008). 

 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 22 of 30 

Also, actors not only act strategically, they are also transformed by their relation to Europe. In 

this light, the notion of “usages of Europe” can also be helpful (Jacquot, Woll 2003; Woll and 

Jacquot, 2010). It allows to re-equilibrate the strong concentration of the literature on 

institutional dynamics, leading to an underestimation of the discretion and role of political 

actors in the adaptation processes. The objective of this perspective is to insist on the role of 

actors in the concrete translation of European integration effects and the motives of action 

that can be identified. 

 

Paying attention to the role of actors implies to study the mechanisms of appropriation, re-

appropriation, engagement and disengagement of domestic actors in the process of European 

integration. More precisely, the term “usage” covers practices and political interactions, which 

redefine themselves by seizing the European Union as a set of opportunities – whether they 

are institutional, ideological, political or organisational. These practices and political 

interactions happen as the actors go back and forth between the European level and the level 

on which they act (or wish to act), creating a context of interaction and reciprocal influence. 

The aim is to analyze the changes at the national level, which result from the use of the 

process of European integration by many and diverse actors (Jacquot, Woll 2003; Woll and 

Jacquot, 2010). 

 

Usages are categorized according to their functionality and three main types can be 

distinguished: Cognitive usage refers to the understanding and interpretation of a political 

subject and is most common in when issues are being defined or need to be discussed, so that 

ideas serve as persuasion mechanism, helping to aggregate interests and to build coalition of 
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heterogeneous actors. Strategic usages refer to the pursuit of clearly defined goals by trying to 

influence policy decision or one’s room for manoeuvre, be it by increasing one’s access to the 

policy process or the number of political tools available. It is the most common of all types and 

occurs typically in the middle of the political process, once all stakes are clearly defined. 

Legitimating usage mixes cognitive and strategic elements and occurs when political decisions 

need to be communicated and justified. Actors rely on the image of ‘Europe’ to communicate 

implicit content or employ related discursive figures such as ‘the European interest’, ‘European 

constraint’, ‘the application of the Maastricht criteria’ to legitimate political choices” (Jacquot 

and Woll, 2003). Cognitive usages are generally mobilised during the framing phase of a 

reform (problem definition, elaboration of policy alternatives), strategic usages are more 

concerned with the policy and decision-making phase, while legitimating usages are linked 

with the general public and the justification of the reform. 

Table 1 summarizes the main features of our usages approach. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of the different types of usage 

 

 Resources used 
Type of actors Political work 

Cognitive usage 

Cognitive (ideas, data, 

expertise) 

 

- Political entrepreneurs  

- Advocacy coalitions  

- Public policy networks  

- Argumentation 

- Framing of political 

action 

Strategic usage 
Legal, financial and 

institutional 

- Institutional actors - Resource mobilisation 

Legitimating usage 

Political - Politicians  - Justification 

- Deliberation 

Source: adaptated from Jacquot and Woll, 2003. 

 

Choice of cases and common outline 

Ten EU and non-EU countries are compared in the here presented research effort (more 

details in Graziano, Jacquot and Palier, 2011): France, Germany, the Netherlands, Greece, Italy, 

Portugal, the Czech Republic, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Turkey. These countries have 

been selected in order to be able to test the relevance of our three research hypotheses. They 

consequently offer a broad representativeness in terms of moment of accession to the EU (old, 

new or candidate countries), in terms of their general relationship with the EU (élites and 

public opinion’s attitudes towards Europe) and in terms of welfare regime (the countries 

represent the various worlds of welfare regimes present in the EU). 
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All the case studies have a common outline divided into three parts. First, a country 

characterization into which authors provide background information on the country EU 

membership (old member, not so old, just accessed, preparing accession); its relationship to 

Europe and its evolution in time (euro-enthusiasm or scepticism, world of compliance); the 

national welfare state regime. Second, the contributions analyze the national trajectories of 

employment-friendly welfare reforms in the light of EU initiatives, so that concordance and 

discordance between the two are made visible. This part tackles the “what” and “when” 

questions. The third part of the contributions is focused on the processes of reforms. This part 

analyzes how the national actors have used European resources in order to promote/block 

welfare state change at the national level. It tackles the “how” and “who” questions. Finally, 

the conclusion focuses on the discussion of the research hypotheses and their relevance for 

the national case analyzed.  
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