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ABSTRACT 

Starting from the transformation of the European welfare states, that shifts the focus of social interventions from the 

“reparation of social disadvantage” to the “prevention of the risk”, the paper analyses how this approach is applied in 

a specific local  welfare state: the Tuscany Region. Here, the idea of a positive and active welfare state is pursued 

through an integrated approach between health system and social-assistance system, aimed to improve and make more 

effective both the local governance and the participation of citizenship, in the frame of a bigger integration between 

social policies interventions, but also between different social actors (institutions, services, social workers, associations, 

individuals etc…). 

But what kind of participation is required? How can participation promote more inclusion? And what instruments 

ensure the effective participation of all social actors involved, without falling into the risk of a rhetoric of inclusion and 

participation, behind which, however, the problems remain unresolved? 

Starting from these questions, the paper describes the evidences emerging at the local level, thanks the results of two on 

going researches, in which the focus is put on the possibility to practise the participation and realize an effective 

inclusive governance. More specifically, in the first part, the paper briefly describes, from a normative point of view, the 

main steps of the reform process of social and health policies, both at national (Italian) and regional (Tuscan) level, 

aimed to integrate policies, to reduce the fragmentation of interventions and to promote an effective multilevel 

governance.  
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In the second, the attention is focused on the on-going results of the researches, in order to analyse, with a qualitative 

method, positive and innovative paths emerging from this approach, but also the risks that are standing out in terms 

of unbalanced participation of citizenship. 

Finally, on the basis of these evidences, the paper proposes an open and critical reflection about the potential 

contradictions between the new positive welfare state, the activation of citizenship and the participation. 

 

KEY WORDS: welfare state, policies integration, participation, governance, activation. 

 

 

1. Introduction. 

In Europe, the last decades are characterized by a revision of the welfare states models (Esping 

Andersen 1990, 2000, 2002; Ferrera 1998, 2008; Ferrera et al. 2000), whose approaches are more 

and more centred on a different distribution between social protection and individual responsibility, 

with a specific emphasis on the second, seen as the tool to realize a better balance among economic 

and social issue (Esping-Andersen et al. 2002; Revilla and Serrano Pascual 2007). This shift is visible 

in all sectors of social policies and it assumes a double, often controversial, connotation, that can 

push toward a more interacted and integrated welfare, as much as toward a welfare system more 

binding and with reduced spaces of effective participation, both for individuals and for social 

actors. 

 We can see these opposite implications in the different manners in which the concept of 

activation is translated in interventions, first of all in the field of employment policies and measures 

(for example in the shift from the social question of employment to the individual issue of 

employability) (Bonvin 2004; Jepsen and Serrano Pascual 2005; Serrano Pascual and Magnusson 

2007; Villa 2009), but also in the definition of social assistance service, where the intervention 

(rather than the product of a concerted process) risks to be the outcome of an unbalanced 

relationship between service recipients and institutions and where the first does not have power to 

decide and the latter has a predominant role of controlling (Lind and Møller 2002). There is, in 

other words, a specific risk of rhetoric use of concepts, that formally tend to strengthen the idea of 

participation and inclusion, but indeed they lead toward asymmetric and limited possibilities of a 

real participation (Serrano 2007, 2009; De la Porte and Pochet 2003). This risk is visible not only in 

the implemented measures, but also in the approaches that guide the definition of “new models” of 
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welfare, where the focus on governance and participative processes tends to strengthen the idea of 

a pro-active welfare state, built, specially at the local level, together with different social actors.  

In this paper, the attention will be focused right on the level of the approaches, in order to 

investigate if possibilities of participation and inclusion emphasized by the “new welfare” are 

effective. In order to do it, we will study the specific case of the Tuscany Region, where the idea of 

a positive and active welfare state is pursued through an integrated approach between health system 

and social-assistance system, aimed to improve and make more effective both the local governance 

and the participation of citizenship, in the frame of a bigger integration between social and health 

interventions, but also between different social actors (institutions, services, social workers, 

associations, individuals etc…).  

The idea at the centre of the paper is that, despite the normative framework, what kind of 

participation is required and how can participation promote more inclusion are not clearly defined, 

as the instruments that ensure the effective participation of all social actors involved. The 

consequence is the difficulty to translate the normative about participation and integration in the 

practice; with the onset of new dilemmas and some possible contradictions. 

 

Starting from these questions and using the results of two on going fieldworks1, the paper 

investigates the evidences emerging from the territory, characterized by different attempts of 

implementation at the level of the local policies planning; with different effects, in terms of 

participation and inclusive governance. In particular, our attention will be oriented to study the 

contradictions emerging in the use of participation, in order to understand different levels and 

ambits of it and to analyze the territorial effects of this innovative approach. In doing so, a specific 

attention will be dedicated to the role of activation as relational process between social actors and 

to the possibilities of a real strengthen of social inclusion. 

 The fieldworks to which the paper refers are two, but strictly connected: the first concerns 

a research project about the role of participation in the “Società della Salute”, that is, as explained 

below, a public company founded in Tuscany with a specific regional law, made up of 

municipalities and local structure for health and care assistance, with the aim to realize an integrated 

system of local welfare2. The second, instead, regards an advice activity aimed to support the 

                                                           
1 Fieldworks to which we refer are: 1) a research project about the role of participation in the “Società della 
Salute” (see below); 2) an advice activity aimed to support the construction of the integrated social and health 
plane (see below) in a specific territory of the Tuscany Region. 
2 Cfr. paragraph 3. 
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construction of the integrated social and health plane (Piano integrato di Salute, PIS3) in a specific 

territory of the Tuscany Region.  

From a methodological point of view, the results described in this paper are achieved with 

qualitative methods, using the technique of the deep interviews, but also, especially for the advice 

activity for the planning of the PIS, with participative methods, aimed to share the steps of the 

process and the results of the ongoing process, in order to realize an interactive process, where 

different actors are actively involved. At the time of writing, twenty-five interviews were conducted 

with institutional and non-institutional representatives of the different SDS in Tuscany and 

numerous meetings for the construction of an integrated path for the social and health planning 

have been carried out. 

 

 

2. Social assistance and health policies: paths of change in the national and regional laws. 

In Italy, the last forty years are witnesses of a progressive process of transformation in the 

health and social assistance system. These changes are the outcomes of a long and slow process of 

reform and they are characterized by a temporal asynchrony between the two systems: while the 

health system has been reformed in the 70s, the reform of the social assistance arrives only in the 

2000, after a strong delay that makes more difficult the interaction between the two areas of 

interventions. 

The reform of the health system dismantles the old model, based on a mutualistic and categorial 

scheme, in order to institute a national health system, centred on the principle of universalism and 

implemented trough a logic of decentralism. More specifically, the system consists of three 

institutional levels, State, regions and municipalities, with different roles and functions: the role of 

the State is to define the normative frame and to guarantee the respect of the universalist principle; 

Regions are responsible of the planning and the implementation of the National health system, 

while municipalities organizes the services (Ferrera 1993, 2006). At the level of municipalities, this 

reform is characterized by the institution of a public structure aimed to realize the national service, 

trough activities of care and assistance, called USSL and transformed during the 90s in ASL. This 

transformation does not constitute a simple change of name (from Local Health and Social Unit to 

Local Health Company), but it responds to a specific political logic, aimed to improve a better 

management of the economic resources, in a more “business oriented” perspective. This means 

                                                           
3 Cfr. The next paragraph. 
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that instead of an evaluation of the functions of social and health care, the attention was mainly on 

efficiency criteria, which define, together with the shift of power from municipal to regional level, 

different models, trends and opportunities between regions.  

Also on the side of social assistance, Italian context is characterized by a strong degree of 

differences in regional models of interventions. Here, as above mentioned, the reform (the law 

328/2000) not only arrived after a long delay of the law, but it was realized just one year before the 

constitutional reform, that intervenes limiting the possibilities and the innovation of the law 328. 

This is because the law 328, while giving a key role to the regions, awards the competence in the 

definition of the so-called “essential levels of assistance”(LIVEAS) to the central level, that 

maintains the role of definition and coordination in the planning. At the contrary, the federalist 

reform of Constitution, confers the exclusive competence in the social matter to the regions, de 

facto limiting the process of reform started with the law 328, because the essential levels of 

assistance will never be define. In its setting, the law 328, aimed to realize an integrated system of 

social interventions and social services, defines a real innovation in the Italian context, as it gives a 

homogeneous regulation to the social policies and it affirms some important new principles of 

intervention (Kazepov e Carbone 2007; Bifulco 2005).  

First of all, this law enacts the principle of the selective universalism, for which all citizens are 

entitled to social protection, but with priority access to the weakest and most vulnerable (Saraceno 

2005; Mazza 2005). This represents an important innovation, aimed to overcome the traditional 

fragmentation of social assistance and to give the equal opportunities of welfare for all citizens, 

thanks to the equal access to the social rights (Bifulco 2005). 

Second, the planning of social policies is defined on the basis of the subsidiarity principle, that is 

the distribution and allocation of power and competences between the three institutional levels 

above mentioned (State, regions and municipalities), in order to implement services and 

interventions better weighted on the territorial specificities and to promote a more participative and 

integrated process of planning, implementation and evaluation of social services. At the same time, 

together with this vertical subsidiarity, the spirit of the law 328 leads to a greater role of the territorial 

actors, both of public and private sectors, in order to realize, at the horizontal level, an integration 

between the different sectors of social policies. This objective is pursued by a joint planning, in 

which different parts interact to built a territorial social plan (piano sociale di zona), that represents 

the main tool for the definition of the social interventions and it focuses on the participative 

planning. In this perspective, the spirit of the law should aim at a governance approach, able to manage 

social interventions in a more open, participative, effective, responsible and coherent manner 

(European Commission, 2001). However, these principles are not easily realized, both because of 

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 7 of 7 

the limitation indirectly created by the Constitutional reform, both because the innovation formally 

defined by the law 328 needs a deep change in the consolidated practice and approaches; with 

particular attention at the dimension of relationships between different social actors and the 

effective ability/possibility for all them to interact and participate in the planning of social services.  

As a consequence of the Constitutional reform‟s effect, the law 328, instead of favoring the 

creation of a homogeneous system of social assistance and social interventions, has exacerbated the 

differences between regions, since, missing common criteria to be followed, each region acted 

independently, trying to fill the national gap in the definition of LIVEAS (Gualdani 2009; Dal 

Canto 2009).  

Instead, at the level of the promotion of different practice and approaches, also the regions that 

attempted to overcome this national lack, meet the difficulty to realize an integrated process of 

planning, where all different social parts can effectively interact to promote a more active and 

participative process.  

Tuscany, for example, tries to respond to this challenge with the institution of Società della Salute 

(SdS), that is a consortium organized at the territorial level between municipalities and the Asl 

competent for each territory, and aimed to realize and make more effective the integration between 

the health system and the social and assistance system. This attempt, started in the 2002 with a 

period of experimentation, is regulated in the 2008 with a specific law4, that defines the SdS as the 

territorial subject responsible for the planning and the management of the activities of social 

assistance and health care. The focus of the law is put on the guarantee of the universalism and the 

equity for all citizens, in the frame of a process built on the participation of citizens and the 

integration between different fields of interventions and different social actors.  

 

 

3. The role of participation in the Tuscany welfare state: between possibilities and 

contradictions. 

In Tuscany, the focus on participation in the planning of social assistance and health care is part 

of a wider project to promote participation (Campedelli et al. 2009; Stradella, 2009). Here, since 

2007, participation constitutes the core of a specific normative design, aimed to promote 

                                                           
4 The law that defines the institution of the SdS is the law n. 60/2008. This law is preceded in the 2005 by 
another law, the law 40/2005, that regulated the regional health service and it defined the institutional bodies 
of the SdS. 
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participation in the elaboration of regional and local policies and to renew the political, institutional 

and administrative processes, but also to strengthen social cohesion and the inclusion of most 

vulnerable groups (law n.27/2007)5. Starting from this law, the topic of participation is more and 

more present in the regional designs; in particular, it becomes the key concept in the planning of 

the above mentioned integrated system of social assistance and health care, where integration 

should be realized thanks concerted and shared activities between all the actors inside the SdS, that 

is the municipalities, the Asl, the Third Sector and other territorial actors involved in the social 

and/or health sector. In this frame, the planning of social and health services becomes the real field 

of participation, as the Region requires an integrated plane (Piano integrato di salute- PIS) that 

regulates, for each territory, the health care and the social service, with the active support of all 

social actors. 

In order to promote the effective participation of all social actors, the regional law6 provides the 

institution of two bodies specifically aimed to the realization of participation, that is the 

Participation Committee (Comitato di Partecipazione - PC) and the Council of the Third Sector 

(Consulta del Terzo Settore - CTS). These bodies are different both for actors who are part of, and for 

fields of competence: the PC is constituted by subjects representative of the local community, 

expression of the services users as well as of association, provided not suppliers of performances. 

The PC is aimed to give proposals and opinions in the drawing up of the PIS and it also plays a role 

of evaluation, thanks to the redaction of an annual document about the actual realization of the 

Plane. Instead CTS consists of the most important organizations of voluntarism and Third Sector, 

operating in social, health and care sectors; it has a function of territorial representation and it 

expresses proposals for the drafting of the integrated plane (PIS). 

Therefore, the law seems to looks out the shapes and the manners in which participation should 

be realized. But right this attention risks to contradict the concept and the practice of participation, 

because it stops at a formal definition of what is participation and how participation can be 

effected, without making the same attention to the actual feasibility of this concept. We can find at 

least two contradictions in this definition of participation: the first concerns the contemporary process of 

openness and closure implied by the regional law; the second is the paradox of a top-down participation, that 

is a participation regulated (and so in part imposed) by law. 

The first contradiction recalls the central problem about “who participate” (Jessop, 2000). Even 

if the participation should be equally addressed between citizens (in this case) of a specific territory, 

                                                           
5 Cfr. Regional law n. 27, Rules on the promotion of participation in the formulation of regional and local policies, Tuscany 
Region, 2007. 
6 Cfr. law n. 40/2005, aforementioned. 
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it is highly probable that not all will really participate in the process, for a lot and different reasons 

(interest, information, ability and possibility etc…). In this sense, the law 40 gives a wide definition 

about the subjects that can take part in the participative bodies, right to guarantee a high level of 

freedom and to promote the bigger possibilities of inclusion. However, right this high level of 

freedom and openness translates in a double-edged weapon, because at the territorial level each SdS 

tends to interpret this freedom in a different manner. As a consequence, we can find different 

possibilities of participation among SdS; with different potential of integration and inclusion of 

different social groups. The risk, in this case, is to strengthen the participation of the most strong 

actors and to limit the inclusion of most weak or not structured groups. In other words, as a lot of 

respondents underlined during the interviews, the openness formally guaranteed by the Region, is 

reflected, at the local level, in different practices, often selective, which may highlight and/or 

exacerbate territorial inequalities of participation; with important effects in the ways and in the 

quality of services implemented. 

  This contradiction is so strictly linked to the second above mentioned, that is the paradox 

of a participation defined by a normative act, that regulates from a formal point of view the 

participation, but it does not make attention at the substance of this process, that involves different 

territories, actors,  kinds of relationships and work approaches. In doing so, the risk is that the 

application of a participative process is seen by territorial actors as a top-down accomplishment, 

then loosing its potential effects, both in terms of the construction of the process, both in terms of 

results. 

 

4. What kinds of participation? Some evidences from the fieldwork. 

 This shift of the participation process toward a bureaucratic performance is an element 

clearly showed by the fieldwork: both from the interviews and from the advice activities, the 

difficult achievement of an effective, interactive and participative process of social and health 

planning is often evident, even if with differences among territories.  

We can distinguish at least three levels of difficulties, probably not exhaustive, but particularly 

relevant for this analysis: 

1) the level of the method; 

2) the level of the contents; 

3) the level of the relations. 
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1. The method. The achievement of an effective participative process starts with the definition of a 

method of work. When we refer to “the method” we intend both the construction of the process 

that should guide the different phases of the work, and the specific ways in  which the works is 

carried out, in its different stages. Here, we describes the latter meaning, while we refer to the point 

3 (relationships) for the first.  

 In Tuscany, the process of participated planning of social and health services requires, first 

of all, a common set of knowledge and tools, that allow an homogenous data collection (about 

territorial services, service users, and, more generally, about the socio-economic features of each 

territory). This activity is a particularly relevant step for a successful planning and it represents, at 

the same time, an important test for participation, because it necessitates the cooperation of all 

social actors, in order to integrate the different fields of competence and to obtain a complete and 

effective database. Right in this step, apparently far from a participatory process, the contradiction 

above mentioned about the participation as a process of top-down fulfillment  is clearly  visible: in 

fact, the Region defines a set of indicators to be used for the drawing up of the PIS, but this set is 

worked out beforehand, “on paper”, without the sharing of the different social actors and, then, 

without the real knowledge of the territory needs. The result is that a lot of relevant items are 

excluded from the set and, consequently, some areas or fields of interventions assume a only 

residual role. For some social sectors, formally participating in the planning, this means being out of 

the process or having low possibilities to affect in it. With the consequence that probably the 

interest and the will to be inside the process is reduced and all the process looses its potential 

strength. This is an example of how the formal openness of the process is reflected in the practice 

in a mechanism of closure that excludes or, otherwise, makes marginal some actors or groups. 

Trough  the advice activity (just completed in its first step at the time of writing), for example, roles 

asymmetry  and different weights in the planning has clearly emerged. In particular, in that territory, 

the unbalanced effect among actors implies a shift toward a planning specifically oriented to the 

health sector, rather than to an integration between this sector and the social assistance. With at 

least two consequences: the invalidation of the regional objective of integration and, consequently, 

the definition, also for the health sector, of a partial planning, because of the failure to include 

social dynamics, in fact closely related to health.  

 

2. The contents. At the level of the contents,  some specific questions about what is the participation 

and the sense of participation, who participate and what are the reasons of participation came to 

light from the research 
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 As we saw, not all subjects formally called to participate are able to do it; in the previous 

point (method), we described the difficulties for some actors to being effectively involved in an 

active manner in the process, but there is also the cases in which the actors that should participate, 

do not do it, because they are not interested. In this case, the problem concerns the difficulty to 

find the sense of participation: indeed, associations and Third Sector see participation, for the 

manner in which it is defined, only as an additional complexity and an administrative heaviness. In 

particular, as we will explain in the next point (point 3), they underline the change in the relations 

with institutional actors implied by the constitution of the SdS, but not effective improvements of 

participation, that seems, in some cases, reduced, because the normative regulation de facto limited 

the freedom and the space of action for non institutional actors. Feeling included only formally in 

this process, associations and Third Sector tend to loose the interest for this kind of “participation 

by law”, because they do not find the contents and the spaces in which to intervene. In this sense, 

also the prevision of two different participation‟s bodies (CP and CTS) defined by law, is seen by 

non institutional social actors as an artifice and in almost all territories object of the research, this 

division is not understood and it is often cause of tensions . It is clear that in a process of this kind, 

the participation will be weakened at the start: in some cases, respondents point out that this 

impossibility to be inside the process, makes more difficult even the definition of the contents on 

which participate and in doing so also the objective of a better integration among welfare state 

sectors is increasingly fragmented. 

Furthermore, for non institutional actors the problem of participation concerns also a question of 

access: in some cases, indeed, the possibility to be part of the participation bodies is defined by 

local rules, with selective criteria that exclude certain kinds of actors, or it is restricted to a short 

period of time, in doing so preventing the access to organizations, associations or other social 

actors constituted after these time. In this case, the problem is not the content in which intervene 

and/or the possibility degree to effect in it, but there is an upstream question about the possibility 

to access to the process, in doing so underling the aforementioned contradiction between openness 

and closure, with the effect of a partial and unequal participation that undermines the sense of the 

same. 

The question about the sense of participation is perceived also by the institutional actors of the 

SdS, but with a difference interpretation: for them, the question regards the difficulty (often the 

impossibility) for the SdS to actually pursue a policy of promotion of health and welfare for 

citizens, because they do have not the power to concretely affect the definition of the fields at the 

basis of the health promotion as for example the work, the environment etc…, whose competence 
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is not of the SdS. So, also in this case the problem refers, although for different reasons, to the 

weak possibility to intervene in the contents of the process.  

 Then, for all the different subjects involved in this process, participation is not so 

affectively practiced in the daily manage of the social and health planning: in some cases it plays a 

role of sectorial support or it is important only in certain periods (for example: in view of the 

deadline for the drawing up and the delivery of the PIS), but there is not attention at the whole 

process of participation as a real tool to promote a new local welfare. In this frame, it easy to 

understand that both for public and private subjects the sense and the reasons to participate are not 

clear and the link between this approach and the possibility to define a new kind of welfare, 

especially in the current economic crisis , tends to appear more and more weak. 

 

3. The relations. When we speak about participation and in particular about participative planning, 

we can not undervalue the role played by the interaction between different actors and also the 

relation between these actors and the context in which they operate. Indeed, the tools of the 

participative planning should represent an opportunity to build or strengthen relations, to define 

spaces of confront and dialogue, aimed to improve the reciprocal knowledge.  

In this perspective, the PIS, as the main tool to realize an integrated and participated planning of 

the local welfare, should constitute, in each steps of its development, a laboratory of participative 

practices. In this sense, it should not only represent the final output of the planning, but it should 

be the result of an interactive process, where each actor brings his experience and his belonging. 

Then, in a participative perspective, the attention should be focused on the process that leads to the 

planning and not only on the planning as a output, because the processes of interaction, dialogue 

and sharing already constitute the most relavent moments of participation and they already are a 

fundamental result (Weick 1988). 

But the realization of this process is not so easy to practise; and not only because there is a lack 

of will, but also because often it is difficult to change approaches and habits settled in the daily 

practices. Even if all social parts involved in the process formally recognize the importance to 

promote a more integrated practice of planning, in which the idea of a multilevel governance can 

find an effective realization, actually the difficult to move from the level of the recognition of the 

problem (itself important), to the level of the practise of the change, remains. A change of this kind 

indeed means the active involvement of all actors, the will to experience, the sharing of individual 

and collective responsibilities, the capability to bring into question the approaches often settled by 

the routine, but not evaluated for their effectiveness. Furthermore, it means to promote a process, 
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whose outcomes are not already defined, because they build through the relations among the 

different actors. 

In this frame, the problem concerns not only if this process is practiced, but also, when it is 

practiced, how much is it effective and balanced. In this second case, indeed, there is the risk that 

the process does not include the effective and active involvement of all social actors: as clearly 

showed by Serrano Pascual with reference to the multilevel governance promoted at the EU level, 

the different voices formally called for the building of the process, do not are reflected in an 

effective practice based on dialogue and interaction; at the contrary, the outcome of this process 

will tend to be the product of some «unequal voices», whose influence comes both from the 

different degree of power and the capability and the possibility of the social actors to effectively 

participate in it (Serrano Pacual 2009). 

The trend described by the author finds a easy similarity with the participative planning 

promoted by the Tuscany Region: here, the participation is often the result of a selective practice 

that excludes some actors and, furthermore, the relations between the actors heavily impact in the 

making of strong and weak groups of interest, with important consequences in the ways and in the 

degree in which actors can effectively affect the planning. 

In this sense, the discourse comes back to one concept briefly anticipated in the introduction of 

the paper: the concept of activation. Seen as relational process, aimed to promote the interaction 

between different social actors and different institutional levels, activation can constitute an 

important tool to build a more participated and integrated local welfare. However, often activation 

is not considered in its relational meaning and in its dynamic development, but it is reduced to a 

static kind of intervention, in which actors keep on working in an autonomous - often self-

referential - manner, producing distortions, because of a lack of balance and integration (Kazepov 

2002, 2009; Van Berkel 2002; Van Berkel and Møller 2004; Villa 2007; Revilla and Serrano Pascual 

2007). 

In this sense, the risk is that, both at the individual level and at the level of the construction of 

the welfare, the failure to consider the relational dimension at the core of activation, stresses the 

distance and the fragmentation that features (not only) local social planning . 

 

 

5. From the theory to the practice of participation. 
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 As described in the previous paragraph,  the practice of participation is not so easy to 

realize in an effective manner and in this translation from the theory to the practice there is the risk 

to loose some important elements (at the level of the method, as at the level of contents or 

relations), weakening the building of the process. Indeed, the ways in which the method and the 

relations at the basis of the process are set up, strongly influence the contents of participation, 

orienting it towards different paths, different possibilities and, then, different effects.  

 From the interviews, for example, different elements and trends show as the daily practice 

of the participation is really distant from the theory of sharing, dialogue, reciprocal responsibilities, 

etc… often promoted by the rhetoric of the laws. In particular, from the research are emerging at 

least three aspects that make difficult the meet between the principles and the practice. 

 One of these more problematic aspects is the time:  while the time demanded by 

participation is a long time, necessary to strengthen relations, organise meetings and share 

experience, especially in the frame of a progressive integration between social sector and health 

sector, the time for the planning is yet organized in a more bureaucratic logic, in which the 

attention is focused on the performance, on the result and not on the process. As a lot of 

respondents said, often the two kinds of time do not coincide, and there is a deep incongruity 

between the demands defined by the regional law and by the SdS statutes on one side and the 

process of interaction implied by participative approaches on the other. The lack recognition of this 

difference, deeply impacts in the construction of the participative process both from a 

methodological and relational point of view, and for the contents of participation, because, missing  

spaces and ways to interact, even contents on which work will be difficult to define. 

 As a consequence, a second problematic aspect concerns the keeping of participation 

among non institutional actors. Indeed, in particular for associations and Third Sector, this kind of 

“participation by law” is seen as a reduction of the possibility to affect the process, both because 

the contents and the ways in which intervene are not clearly defined, and because this new system 

of relations among municipalities, Asl and social actors, makes more difficult the direct dialogue 

that before the associations and the Third Sector had with local politicians. In a context in which 

they do not feel really participating, associations and Third Sector underline more the effort 

demanded by participation (in term of involvement, responsibility, time etc…) than the effective 

importance of this process; with the consequence that non institutional actors progressively lose 

interest for this type of participation (whose sense for them is difficult to find) and, then, the 

integrative planning risks to be defined on the basis of a only partial knowledge of the local social 

reality. 
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 At last, one other - and and particularly current  - problematic question concerns the 

relationship between participation and economic crisis. In the current situation of economic crisis 

and expenditure cuts, the participation can play a dual role: for some respondents (in particular for 

institutional actors) participation is an important toll to share responsibilities and decisions about 

sectors, as social assistance and health care are, particularly delicate  in the current situation. In this 

frame, the sharing of the problems also with non institutional subject can facilitate decisions and 

preserve social cohesion. At the same time, right this attention to participation in a such delicate 

phase, is interpreted by non institutional actors as a means to govern the difficult situation, rather 

than a process to promote social innovation and change. In this latter meaning, participation should 

suffer a complete distortion, because its use should be done only in a functional manner, aimed to 

delegate the decisions and to make cuts or reductions in services and interventions in a (apparently) 

more shared manner. Therefore, this way of interpreting participation leads to a paradox: rather 

than a tool for sharing responsibilities and decisions, participation becomes a means to reduce the 

responsibility of institutional subjects. The consequence of this potential distortion, once again, 

rebounds on the possibility to build a new welfare state, reducing its potentialities, because the 

integration, formally promoted, will have difficult to realize. 

  

 

6. Integration without participation? 

  These contradictions in the practice of participation make more and more difficult to 

speak about integration of policies, because there is not integration without participation. At the 

contrary, a lot of normative and political rhetoric tend to use the concept of integration, and in 

particular the integration between social and health policies, as a concept taken for granted, without 

pay attention at the process that stays under the concept. This shift is in part the effect of the 

European language, whose programmes in the field of social policies are strongly performative and 

they are often translated at the national levels only in a formal manner, with the consequence to 

increase the level of rhetoric and to reduce the possibility to effectively work on the contents 

(Jepsen and Serrano Pascual 2005; De Leonardis 2007; Benedetti 2011). But it is also the effect of a 

distortion widespread at the local level too, where the self-referential behaviour of institutions is 

often at the same time the cause and the consequence of the difficulty to the change, strengthening 

a vicious circle between the need to change and the resistance to it. 

 In this frame, in which the concept of integration as a process tends to be undervalued, 

also the attention to the real social context (the territory) and to citizens tends to be undervalued, 
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because the focus is on integration as the direct outcome of the law or as a sector of intervention 

already settled (De Leonardis, 2007). This lack of attention to the social context and to citizens 

means to empty participation of all meanings and, more widely, it shows dilemmas and 

contradictions of new welfare. 

 In relation to the case analyzed and without attempting to generalize, the most evident 

contradiction concerns the effective role of activation and governance. 

Activation, as advanced in the previous paragraphs, should constitute one of the bigger 

innovation of the “new welfare state”, because of its focus on the balance between protection 

against social risks and individual responsibilities. As clearly explained by Sabatinelli, however, 

activation has become an umbrella concept, in which coexist different definitions, approaches and 

political narratives, sometime also contradictory and any way with strong differences, in terms of 

tools and interventions, in relation to the context and the ideological framework they refer to 

(Sabatinelli, 2010). With reference to our case study and with specific attention on the side of the 

social assistance policies, we can see how the application of this concept tends to stress the 

individual responsibility of recipients, rather than the reciprocal and interactive responsibilities 

between institutions and citizens, because activation is often elaborated as a unidirectional and top-

down path, where the different institutions tend to maintain their “habits” of policies and 

interventions. In the field of integration between social and health policies, this implies the 

definition of interventions that not always and not necessarily answer to the real needs of recipients; 

with at least two important implications: on the one hand, this unbalanced relation implies a partial 

view of the person, seen by institutions only as a recipient of the service and not as a citizen. This 

happens because the lack of an effective, integrated and participative process of intervention 

planning, leads institutions to work without a complete knowledge of the effective needs of citizens 

and, consequently, to interact with them only when the need or the critical situation are emerged, 

rather than in a preventive manner.  

On the other, this unbalanced relation implies a paradox of activation, that, if applied like a 

static approach, risks to reproduce the same distortions of the passive interventions, without 

increasing the reciprocal activation of all social parts. In this frame, the lack of integration is 

reflected not only in a false activation, but it also shows the difficulty of translating the logic of the 

governance from an ideal type in a real practice, where the different levels and actors are actively 

involved in the definition of a integrated pathway of inclusion. The relationship between activation 

and governance is then particularly clear and it finds application when activation is seen not as a 

process that involves only the recipient, but rather as a process that requires the participation  of all 
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actors at different levels and competences engaged in the process and where the territory acquires 

the role of “actor of participation”.  

Formally, the aim of integration pursued by Tuscany Region represents an attempt to make 

more effective right this process of rescaling, in a perspective of increasing participation. However, 

beyond normative rhetoric, the realization of local governance systems is much more difficult, 

because effective governance requires some conditions. Quoting Jessop, for example, there are four 

conditions for effective governance: (a) simplifying models and practices; (b) developing the 

capacity for dynamic, interactive social learning; (c) building methods for co-ordinating actions 

across social forces; (d) establishing a system of 'metagovernance' (Jessop, 2002, p. 3). These 

conditions do not guarantee good governance, but they lay the foundations because governance can 

be practiced. As a matter of fact, for the author this can be possible if complexity of the social 

world is not excluded, but only reduced, thanks to practices and methods that maintain the 

congruence with this complexity (condition a) and thanks the construction of a method in which 

different identities, interests, expectations and also different spatio-temporal horizons are 

considered (conditions b and c). This surely is a difficult process and, despite narratives and 

rhetoric about governance, it is inevitable that such kind of methods and these attempts to build 

dialogue and coordination among different actions and actors, can produce some contradictions, 

new dilemmas and, perhaps, some failure (Ibid.). This is in part surmountable by a metagovernance 

system (condition d), that is a system aimed to stabilize different roles of the actors, orientations, 

expectations, and rules of conduct (Jessop, 2003), but also this tool does not guarantee the 

complete effectiveness of governance. The risk of failure governance persists as a feature of this 

process and, more generally, of the social relations, because of the growing complexity of the social 

world (Malpas and Wickham, 1995; Jessop, 2002). 

For our case study, this risk is highly probable, because, as emerged by the results of the 

interviews, not only metagovernance lacks, but also the other conditions are still weak: from the 

point of view of the methods, we saw that: (a) practises are not still enough simplified, but, at the 

contrary, some mechanisms defined by law risk to amplify the distance between the institutional 

practices and the social reality; (b) the interactive and dialogic learning is hardly practiced, both for 

the self-referential behaviour of different social actors (institutional and not), both for the difficulty 

to change practices and method strengthened by time; (c) in the attempts to build coordinated 

methods, the objective of integration and participation is emptied by roles hierarchies, lack of time 

and often also by the low attention to different identities, interests and expectations of those 

involved in the process.  
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 In doing so, on the side of the contents and results, the space of sharing and the possibility to 

improve mutual learning and reciprocal activation are reduced right from the beginning of the 

process. With the direct consequence to protract a process whose outcomes will surely be partial 

and unbalanced. These trends seem to indicate failure not only of governance, but, more widely, of 

activation as a relational process and, consequently, of participative approaches. However, as write 

by Jessop, the risk of failure is useful to counter the rhetoric of these approaches and to develop a 

sort of “reflexivity irony”, that helps participants to «recognize the likelihood of failure but proceed 

as if success were possible» (Jessop, 2000, p. 22).  

 In this sense, the most relevant results are the building of the process, the progressive 

adjustments in the levels of participation and the possibility to affect the balances and the power of 

different actors actively involved. For our case study, despite current results are not so enthusiastic, 

the key element is the possibility to progressively built a process of integration, to be interpreted as 

a continuum in which results are never foregone or final, but they will be constructed through 

relations and interactions among actors.  
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