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Abstract
Reorienting the welfare state towards Social Investment (SI) constitutes a complex and
multidimensional challenge of policy recalibration and raises daunting political problems. The
temporal mismatch between SI reforms and their returns requires a degree of ‘political patience’ on
the side of both current voters and incumbent politicians which is not readily available in
contemporary democracies. After reviewing recent debates about the policy and politics of the long
terms, the paper analyzes the strategy pursued by the EU, with a view to assessing their degree of
‘conduciveness’ to SI recalibration. It is argued that the EU has indeed stimulated policy change at
the national level, but that its potential as SI facilitator has been hamstrung by a number of
weaknesses and shortcomings, especially on the discursive front. A more convinced and articulated
endorsement of the Social Investment paradigm and a more focused attention to ‘capacity’ at the
subnational and grass-root level should be the fronts to prioritize.

Key words: Social Investment, politics of the long term, discursive persuasion, capacity building,
Social Europe
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Introduction
Since the mid-2000s, the EU has been actively promoting a new approach for the modernization of
welfare that goes under the name of Social Investment (SI). In a 2013 Communication, the
Commission clarified the latter’s meaning by distinguishing between three typical functions of
welfare systems: economic stabilization, social protection and Social Investment. The latter is
aimed at strengthening people’s capacities, at ‘helping to “prepare” people to confront life's risks,
rather than simply “repairing” the consequences’, thus ‘offering economic and social returns over
time, notably in terms of employment prospects or labor incomes’ (EC [European Commission]
2013, p.1)1. Typical examples of SI policies include early childhood education and care,
employment services and professional training, long life learning, the fight against exclusion. The
addition of Social Investment (SI) to the other two traditional functions/goals constitutes a complex
challenge of recalibration for European welfare states, implying changes along three distinct
dimensions: functional (resource shifts across life-cycle risks); distributive (resource shifts across
social groups); organizational (resource and competence shifts across levels of government and
forms of provision). Policy multidimensionality and complexity are however only one side of the
challenge. Recalibration towards SI raises daunting political problems as well, linked to the
presence of explicit and extended inter-temporal tradeoffs. The rationale of SI is to modernize the
welfare state now (often through entitlement restrictions and ‘cuts’ to make room for new programs)
in order to reap collective benefits in the future: more capital goods - e.g., greater skills -, less social
‘bads’ - e.g., school dropout -, the reduction of compensatory/remedial expenditure - e.g., for
unemployment or minimum income subsidies. The temporal mismatch between SI reforms and
their returns requires a degree of ‘political patience’ on the side of both current voters and
incumbent politicians which is not readily available in contemporary democracies2.
How can the high political demands of SI recalibration be met? And, more particularly, to
what extent can the EU help in this process? This article addresses such questions. The first section
offers a brief review of the scholarly debate on policy investments and ‘impatient politics’ and
discusses two main facilitating factors: the availability/quality of evidence and discourse, on the one
hand, and politico-institutional capacity, on the other. The second section analyzes the strategy
pursued by the EU, with a view to assessing its degree of ‘conduciveness’ to SI recalibration. It will
be argued that the EU has indeed helped, but that its potential as SI facilitator has been hamstrung
by a number of weaknesses and shortcomings, especially on the informational/discursive front. The
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third and fourth sections will concentrate on recent trends. In the run-up to the mid-term review of
the EU2020 strategy, the Commission has tried to refocus its strategy. In my analysis, however, it
still seems incapable of fully acknowledging past mistakes and deploying the whole array of levers
at its disposal. The conclusion summarizes the argument and briefly discusses the more general link
between the EU’s SI agenda and democratic responsibility.

Impatient politics and the long-term
Social Investment requires upfront funding, but its benefits are delayed in time, unfold
incrementally and become fully visible when a critical (but hard to quantify) mass is reached. SI is,
typically, a policy for the long term. In certain cases SI programs can generate immediate benefits
beyond the affected group (e.g., work life balance gains for married couples via more childcare for
infants: Busemeyer [2014]). But the production of simultaneous positive externalities cannot be
taken for granted and it may well not suffice to orchestrate consensus. In the current EU fiscal
context, upfront funding is hard to source –especially for the high debt, high deficit Member States
of the Eurozone, struggling with strict budgetary constraints. As persuasively argued by Alan
Jacobs (2011), the key challenge for the politics of the long term is that of encouraging longitudinal
tradeoffs, whereby foregoing current consumption is patiently accepted in order to achieve greater
consumption opportunities in the future. In this way, policy investments can in fact circumvent
blame attribution and electoral punishment and even generate a win-win actor constellation3.
What factors facilitate policy investment and ‘patient politics’? A lot depends on local and
contingent factors: specific institutional, actor and electoral configurations; the occurrence of
emergency situations or focusing events; the quality of individual leaders (Häusermann [2010];
Stiller [2015]). But comparative analysis allows us to identify a set of conditions which seem to
facilitate, ceteris paribus, investment-oriented reforms. Summarizing and building on Jacob’s long
and sophisticated arguments, such conditions have essentially to do with the ideational and the
institutional spheres and, more specifically, with the type of resources that the latter two provide to
reforming politicians4.
The first key resource is information: about the nature, potential size, significance and
timing of future welfare gains; and about the plausible causal mechanisms that may lead from the
status quo to future gains. Long term policy causation is notoriously complex, slow moving and
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sensitive to unpredictable contextual changes over time. Real world policy trajectories have often
been reconstructed by scholars in terms of ‘muddling through’, ‘disjointed incrementalism’, ‘mixed
scanning’, ‘garbage cans’ or even ‘random walks’, with adaptive, experiential or even posterior
rationalities (see Fischer et al. [2006] for a review). Even in such reconstructions, however, it is
recognized that policy makers always start with ‘puzzling’ about problems (Heclo 1974) and move
(prospectively) with some sort of ‘policy theory’ in mind (Campbell 2002). The need for a theory is
especially relevant for forward-looking reforms. Putting SI on the agenda thus requires the presence
of an ideational frame, capable of reaching political leaders and their entourage, of defeating preexisting frames in terms of plausibility and relevance, of successfully competing for attention with
other issues on the agenda. In the politics of the long term, leaders confront not only the challenge
of electoral blame, but also (and more fundamentally) the challenge of how to ‘fill unknowns’
regarding uncertain future scenarios. As argued by framing theory (Chong and Druckman 2007) as
well as theories on blame avoidance and strategic communication (Wenzelburger and Hörisch
2016), political elites can contrast the effects of retrospective voting, negativity biases and risk
aversion through discursive strategies which highlight the magnitude of future gains, through
concrete and tangible exemplifications.
Ordinary voters notoriously devote scant attention to public issues and their details
(Kuklinski and Quirk 2001). On average, they tend to be myopic or even ‘cognitive misers’, with
poor epistemic competences for analyzing policy alternatives. However, since the pioneering
experiments conducted by Tetlock (Tadmore and Tetlock [2007]; Tetlock [1986]) we know that a
non-negligible share of voters are indeed capable of engaging in trade-off reasoning of considerable
integrative complexity and are thus sensitive to expert opinion and argumentative strategies on the
side of policy makers. This type of reasoning is obviously linked to education, but, ceteris paribus,
is more likely to be adopted when important values are at stake (Thatcher and Rein 2004). In his
discussion of the role of information, Jacobs has downplayed the normative dimension, which is
however always incorporated in epistemic arguments and is highly significant non only per se but
also for its framing effects (Campbell [2002]). The support for inter-temporal resource shifts is
indeed greater when affected groups are persuaded to internalize trade-offs based on appropriate
justifications, resonating with ‘the norms and principles of public life’ within a given community
(Carstensen and Schmidt 2016).
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The second important resource for politicians willing to engage with the long term is
capacity, i.e., the ability to enact policy investments and put in place mechanisms of inter-temporal
resources transfer. Current losers need to be persuaded not only about the desirability of policy
investments, but also about the actual delivery, in due course, of their beneficial returns: their
patience about delayed gratification must not be betrayed. According to Jacobs, the ideal
institutional conditions for generating inter-temporal bargains are located at the extremes of the
insulation-inclusion dimension. Reformers are more likely to be successful either if they operate in
relative insulation from veto players and electoral competition; or if they can avail themselves of
institutionalized and broadly inclusive networks of collaboration with societal interests. Insulation
shields the leader from the constraining/blocking pressures on the side of groups that suffer present
losses. Inclusion, on the other hand, offers the margins for package deals among interest groups,
linking cross-sectional redistributive compromises with inter-temporal wins and losses. Another
institutional condition that promotes and sustains political patience is the presence of constraining
devices which enhance the credibility of policy makers in fully implementing the initial intertemporal bargain (Jacobs and Matthews 2015). Voter impatience is in fact linked to the fear of time
inconsistencies due to special interest capture, alternance in government, hidden resource diversions
and so on. Intertemporal commitments raise delicate questions of political reliability and trust. The
adoption of rules that constrain political choices ‘down the road’ seems to be the most effective
devise to solve the credibility problem: let us think of monitoring agencies and practices on the side
of independent authorities, or of ad hoc programmatic ‘firewalls’ - e.g., the ex-ante definition of
(automatic) rules for the use of savings from current ‘cuts’ in benefits in order to finance SI
policies.
Jacob’s argument about capacity builds on the assumption that policy investments need to be
funded by imposing current losses. While this is very often the case, investments may also be
funded (at least partially) by mobilizing additional resources (e.g., from the private or ‘third’ sectors
– see below). In such situations, inter-temporal trade-offs become more tractable. Citizens are still
required to be patient about timing, but current losses are modest, poorly visible or even absent. As
to incumbent politicians, the availability of additional resources reduces the risk of electoral blame
and even allows for strategies of ‘affordable credit claiming’ (Bonoli 2012), whereby Social
Investments are presented as a free or low-cost ‘lunch’, with negligible fiscal burdens.

5

Jacob’s argument can be qualified in a second direction, which has to do with the degree of
centralization/decentralization of political authority. The insulation-inclusion axis does not only
include state-society relations, but intergovernmental relations as well. SI places a great emphasis
on social services and this makes sub-national governments (regions and municipalities) key players
in reform processes. While interest groups tend to defend the status quo and be suspicious of
resource shifts from the present to the future, subnational governments tend to push in the opposite
direction. Institutionally, they tend to be the beneficiaries and managers of resources to be invested
in place-based services. Politically, their exposure to electoral blame is relatively contained. Since
losses are typically imposed by central governments, they can even engage in affordable credit
claiming (Mortensen, 2013). In other words, the inclusion of subnational governments in
intertemporal bargains can serve as a useful counterweight to interest group resistance.
SI reforms and their politics have been primarily investigated at the national level (Breuning
and Busemeyer [2012]; Häusermann [2010]; Hemerijck [2013]; Morel, Palier and Palme [2012]). I
will thus direct my attention to the supranational level. In virtually all policy fields, the EU has
become a key provider of information and arguments about desirable goals and instruments. It also
has at its disposal sizeable funds to co-finance national and, in particular, subnational policy
initiatives. In both academic and policy debates, the EU is often seen as eminently equipped with
institutional resources capable of counteracting political ‘myopias’ against the long term
(Mansbridge and Martin 2013). What use has the EU made of its persuasion and capacitation
resources in promoting SI? To what extent have EU actors (and especially the Commission) been
able to recognize and exploit their potential for facilitation?

The EU as facilitator of Social Investment: a mixed record
Although the expression was formally and officially adopted only in 2013, with the ‘Social
Investment Package’ (SIP), the EU started to prepare the grounds for the new paradigm already in
the mid-1990s and the SI rationale informed the overall logic of the Lisbon strategy and of the
‘social OMCs’ (Open Methods of Coordination) since their inception. SI has continued to play an
important function in the overall framework which underpins the Europe 2020 strategy, in particular
its social dimension (Andor 2016). At a general level, the first and obvious remark to be made is
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that the EU has been the main agenda-setter, the discursive entrepreneur which has linked social
objectives and programs to the policy investment perspective (Kvist 2015).
In terms of ‘information’ in the strict sense, the European Commission has affirmed itself as
the prime authority in the provision of reliable comparative data and as an important source for
systematic and original policy analysis. Since the mid-2000, a rich portfolio of quantitative
indicators has been developed for monitoring social developments in a broad sense and for
assessing the achievement of common objectives (Barcevičius et al. [2014]: chs. 2-3; Vanhercke
and Lelie [2012]). Within Council, the Employment Committee and the Social Protection
Committee have made massive efforts, in their turn, to elaborate social indicators. The Commission
has also started to move from retrospective to prospective analyses with a view to extrapolating
possible consequences of policy actions and inactions and discussing them publicly. The rationale
for emphasizing forecasts is, interestingly, that of sustaining future-oriented policies and politics
within the member states: stressing the risks associated to inaction ‘could be a powerful wat to
communicate the advantages of reforms and help governments that pursue modernization to get a
dividend vis-à-vis their public opinion and voters’ (EPSC 2015, p. 7).
Even though considerable analytical and empirical work still needs to be done in order to
pinpoint what policy areas and measures, exactly, count as ‘Social Investment’ (De Deken 2013,
Hemerijck, 2016), thanks to EU institutions a data base pertinent for the Social Investment agenda
is now available and constantly expanding. By setting targets, constructing indicators and, even
prior to this, by creating common data infrastructures and networks of ‘calculative experts’, the EU
has greatly contributed to problem definitions and categorizations (Verschraegen 2015). As
mentioned in the previous section, what matters critically for the politics of the long term is
persuasive evidence about the potential gains of policy investments and about causal mechanisms.
In the social sciences, arguments, evidence and causal inferences are shaky, often spurious and thus
cannot easily inspire predictive and prescriptive statements (Cartwright and Hardie [2012]).
Nevertheless, policy-makers and voters alike do need insights and epistemic resources to cope with
the uncertainty of the future, especially when confronted with a new approach. In the case of SI,
since the second half of the 2000s the Commission has made several efforts to move in this
direction, by defending the SI ‘case’ in a number of preparatory documents for the 2013 Package5.
All these efforts are undoubtedly commendable, but can be said about their effectiveness especially their political effectiveness? Systematic evidence is unfortunately lacking. There are
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however some empirical signals which allow for an initial assessment. First, we have the
Commission’s own view on the matter (EPSC 2015), according to which the arguments and
evidence in support of Social Investment (and more generally the EU2020 strategy) have mostly
remained circumscribed to specialized expert arenas and have not ‘delivered the expected degree of
political influence’. In fact, while the prime objective of the SI and EU2020 discourse was to create
incentives for action and disincentives for inaction, ‘results are mixed at best. It has been a strategy
that solicited insufficient political buy-in’. Part of the blame can be attributed to the crisis and the
ensuing revival of ‘short-termism’. But in the Commission’s self-perception, the SI narrative was
not powerful enough, it did not prompt ‘honest reflection and vigorous debate’ about the future, and
thus ‘ownership’, ‘responsible stewardship’ and ‘foresight’.
Secondly, we have a number of empirical signals from expert reports. According to a recent
survey (EC 2015a), some policy changes in the fields covered by the SIP have been introduced in
recent years, but the actual salience and use of the SI discursive framework has remained very low.
More in particular, the survey identifies three groups of Member States. In the first (mainly Nordic
and Continental), SI oriented recalibrations are noticeable, with at least some reference to Social
Investment in national policy strategies. In the second group (mainly Anglo-Saxon with Spain and
Portugal in the South, Poland and Hungary in the East), an initial re-orientation towards SI is
emerging, but with almost no political ‘buy in’ of the SI parading as such. In the third group (all the
remaining Member States), the SI approach has made no visible inroads at either the ideational or
practical levels.
The third signal of political ineffectiveness is the relatively marginal role played by SI
discourse in the party manifestos for the EP elections of 2014. According to a content analysis
exercise, the top list of expressions used to discuss social issues included the following: health,
discrimination, solidarity, equality, poverty, women (De Ruiter, Akerboom and Steunenberg 2014).
Only the Green and Liberal platforms made a marginal reference to SI. The two main groupings –
the European Popular Party and the Party of European Socialists and Democrats – refrained from
even mentioning the concept.
Let us now consider the second key condition for future oriented reforms, i.e., capacity. As
is well known, in social policy the EU has essentially acted through soft law. Recent research has
shown that the OMCs and an increasingly socialized European Semester have indeed spurred some
policy adaptation and change towards the EU2020 targets – including and SI- through peer
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pressure, learning, socialization and leverage dynamics (Zeitlin and Vanherke 2014; Vanhercke,
Zeitlin and Zwinkels 2015). The SIP has promoted however an important capacity enhancing
mechanism: the linkage between EU funds and the implementation of the SIP recommendations
through the so-called ex-ante conditionality. According the rules adopted for 2014-2019, in order to
get funds, qualifying Members States have to explicitly spell out the coherence of their stated goals
vis-à-vis the thematic objectives of Europe 2020. For the European Social Fund (ESF), the focus is
on employment, social inclusion, poverty, anti-discrimination as well as education (20 per cent of
the ESF has been ring-fenced for poverty and social inclusion). The conditions to be met relate to
effective policies being pursued, EU law affecting the implementation of the funds being transposed
and adequate administrative capacity being in place. The key point about ex ante conditionality is
the possibility for the Commission to impose penalties. In case of non-compliance with the ex-ante
conditions, Members States are required to prepare action plans for meeting the conditions within a
certain deadline. Failure to carry out the action plan leads to a suspension of EU payments.
Ex ante conditionality strengthens capacity in several ways. First, national authorities must
develop adequate technical and epistemic expertise in order to meet EU conditions. Second, they
can creatively use conditionality as a leverage for circumventing interest group capture of
horizontal (i.e., present- rather than future-oriented) gains. Third, the involvement of the EU and
the investment-oriented nature of ex ante conditionality in a multi-annual financial framework
offers to national and local actors a guarantee on the inter-temporal continuity of agreements and
commitments. More generally, conditional EU funds allow qualifying Member States to finance at
least part of future-oriented policies through additional resources: voters do not suffer losses and
politicians can engage in ‘affordable credit claiming’.
The emerging evidence about the negotiations of Partnership agreements and Operational
programs shows some encouraging signs (EC 2015b). The main elements of the new cohesion
strategy have been incorporated in national proposals. The shifts in terms of funding do correspond
to the new EU priorities, especially as regards the ESF: investments in the fields of employment and
social inclusion will absorb a larger share than in the previous programming period. The need to
prepare for investment by fulfilling conditions in advance of program implementation has been
taken seriously.
Three caveats on the effectiveness of ex-ante conditionality need mentioning. Firstly, its
capacity to influence domestic policy choices is obviously limited to those Member States which
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qualify for substantial Cohesion funds, mostly in Southern and Eastern Europe. As these Member
States also tend to be the laggards in terms of SI recalibration, this element may turn out to be less a
limitation than an indirect instrument for supporting the catching up of welfare laggards and
shaping such process in terms of more SI. Secondly, conditionality can be effective only to the
extent that the underlying ‘policy theory’ is transparent, epistemically plausible (lest the cure be
worse than the disease), sensitive to local inputs and information and subject to public scrutiny.
This second caveat raises more problems than the first: EU’s recommendations and prescriptions
are often formulated as top-down, one size fits all instructions. In the long run, inappropriate
conditionality might even create a divergence between ‘constrained’ and ‘unconstrained’
recalibration, with the latter benefitting from higher degrees of freedom in discovering the best
policy investment trajectory through trials and errors and experiential learning from below. The
third caveat has to do, finally, with the very instrument of ex ante conditionality. As highlighted by
the IR literature dealing with development aid, ‘good policies cannot be bought’ (Checkel 2000). If
managed in strict forms and with a top-down style, conditionality risks being counterproductive: it
may prompt feelings of imposition and excessive external control. To be effective, conditionality
must be accompanied by (even framed from the start as) ‘policy dialogues’, centered on knowledge
transfers and socialization (Killick et al. 1998).
From this brief overview, we can conclude that, despite the caveats, the capacity enhancing
role of the EU has been greater than its informational and discursive role. What factors may account
for this?

Making the case for Social Investment: framing mistakes
According to framing theory and, more generally, sociological and discursive institutionalism
(Carstensen and Schmidt [2016]; Finnemore and Sikking [1998]; Schmidt [2006]), the
persuasiveness of ideas and their ability to impact on practical politics and policy is linked to some
inherent features such as relevance, appropriateness, applicability, resonance, persistence over time,
clarity, specificity, the appeal to universal principles. These features affect both the descriptive and
normative dimensions of a given frame. If we look at the Commission’s discourse in terms of its
intrinsic ideational features, a number of weaknesses stand out quite clearly.
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When the notion was originally launched in academic and policy debates, the Commission
chose to stress the productivist dimension of SI: Social Investment as resources spent with a view to
generating future economic benefits, actualized within a specified time frame and return rate. With
hindsight, such a choice has been counterproductive, as it prompted a more severe analytical and
empirical scrutiny of the key theses of SI on the side of professional economists within both
academic and policy-making circles. As underlined by Nolan (2013), ‘social’ investment does not
quite fit with the concepts and theories used by economics when discussing the nature, functions
and preconditions of investment (as opposed, for instance, to consumption). A strict economic
‘case’ for SI was not likely to persuade even potentially sympathetic economists. The problem is
that economists are today the top policy advisors of political leaders, possibly the highest epistemic
authorities within their entourages at both EU and national levels. If the SI approach is not passing
their test, it is unlikely to capture the attention of politicians.
A second framing mistake has been the presentation of SI more as a strategic alternative
rather than a complement to the traditional social protection approach and discourse. As has been
underlined by various commentators – and in particular by Bea Cantillon (2011) – SI cannot be
presented as a panacea for the manifold social problems and challenges of European societies, and it
would be unreasonable to financially downsize or symbolically de-valorize certain established and
key ‘repairing’ policies (e.g., for poverty reduction). The juxtaposition between a supposedly
ineffective and outdated social protection, on one hand, and the optimistic promises of Social
Investment, on the other, has weakened the persuasion potential vis-à-vis many influential social
scientists (Hemerijck, 2016). More generally, it the economists’ critique on the ‘investment’
component of the new paradigm has alienated the sympathies of market oriented actors, the
ambiguity of its ‘social’ component has in its turn alienated the sympathies of welfare oriented
actors. In the politics of policy-making and intellectual debates, SI has thus started to fall between
two stools.
The third weakness has been the failure to highlight and develop the ‘social justice rationale’
of SI. The EU’s policy discourse is notoriously couched in terms of descriptive neutrality and based
on cognitive ideas related to pragmatic goals and policy instruments. In other words, it is a
discourse decoupled from underlying normative principles (Heidbreder 2013). This partly results
from the Commission’s institutional role as a (supposedly) impartial body pursuing common
objectives. To a large extent, it also results from the predominance of economic thinking and
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mainstream economists among the Commission’s policy staff. The two factors push the
Commission to reason essentially in terms of functional necessities, efficiency gains and policy
effectiveness. An explicit focus on normative ideas is perceived as institutionally and scientifically
inappropriate. It is also avoided for fear of raising risky conflicts and policy stalemates. The fact is,
however, that no functional necessity can be identified or justified in a normative vacuum. And
abdicating value analysis leads to biases that may be extremely pernicious precisely because they
are not acknowledged (Tsakalotos 2005). As already mentioned above, in order to be politically
persuasive and successfully compete in existing normative spaces, technical arguments must embed
the problem-solution nexus in a justificatory narrative possessing ‘oughtness’ qualities and
articulated moral assessments (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998).
These three framing mistakes bear significant responsibility - I contend - for the
underperforming effectiveness of SI in the battle for ideas and for attention. This has had negative
implications not only for the sphere of policy making, but also for the wider sphere of EU politics.
The ‘weak political buy in’ lamented by the Commission has not only affected top leaders and civil
servants, but also the informed and educated public – who might have been a promising interlocutor
of the SI discourse.
Since at least the mid-2000s, welfare scholars have been recommending the Commission
and EU leaders to enhance the visibility of the social dimension of the EU in order to counter its
faltering legitimation among voters (e.g., Policy Network 2006). Support for the EU has been
constantly declining since the beginning of the crisis – and rather drastically in a number of
countries (Armingeon and Ceka 2014). An increasing number of voters now see the EU as the
enforcer of cuts and sacrifices and as the enemy of the welfare state. Left wing radicalism and right
wing populism are on the rise – and both are anti-EU, owing to the latter’s ‘austerian’ policy
paradigm and its alleged attacks to ‘national models’ (the almost obsessive line of politicians such
as Marine Le Pen in France or Matteo Salvini in Italy). Support for integration is still relatively high
around the center of the political spectrum, where mainstream parties tend to cluster
(Eurobarometer 79, 2013). It is precisely within this area that the EU has to recalibrate its message
by showing also a ‘caring’ face. If it loses centrist support, the EU is politically doomed. The
political center is typically characterized by value pluralism and is accustomed to using more
articulated (cognitive and normative) heuristics for evaluating policy proposal and profiles (Tadmor
and Tetlock 2007). The econocratic face and message of the EU is far too one-sided for meeting the
12

demand for ‘balance’ that centrist voters (and center left voters in particular, according to Tadmor
and Tetlock [2007]) typically favor. The SI message - especially in its social justice dimension and
possibly inscribed in a wider symbolic framework appealing to ‘a new welfare state’ - could serve
the political purpose of securing again the consensus of non-radical, moderate reformist voters,
especially those belonging to the educated middle classes (Beramendi et. al. 2015). In its early
formulations, the SI package did emphasize in a relatively articulated way the social justice and
fairness dimensions. In particular, it stressed key issues of intergenerational and gender equity and
offered an original reconceptualization of equality of opportunity by linking it to the life cycle. In
other words, the Commission did play the role of ‘norm entrepreneur’ (Finnemore and Sikkink
1998). The final 2013 communication soft pedaled such emphasis and toned up the economic gains
dimension of SI, stressing the key importance of targeting and conditionality6. This epistemic and
symbolic drift has deprived the package of precisely those prescriptive elements that public opinion
finds as wanting in the EU overall policy profile. The idea of SI has thus been unable to function as
a ʽcoalition magnetʼ (Béland and Cox 2016) at both the national and supranational levels.

Strengthening capacity: the unexploited potential
The EU record on capacitation has been greater than on persuasion and framing. Nevertheless, the
question may be raised whether the Commission has fully exploited the available potential,
especially in forging horizontal and vertical alliances favoring SI. As mentioned above, sub-national
governments, especially in the larger Member States, are a key player in place-based policy
investments and thus a natural interlocutor of the Commission. To a large extent, SI recalibration
can be seen as a triadic political game in which each actor (sub-national, national and supranational)
entertains formal links and political relationships with the other two. Regions are of course formally
involved in the allocation of the Structural and Cohesion Funds. But the ‘regional card’ could be
played more vigorously by the Commission in managing ex ante conditionality. Regions and local
authorities are everywhere struggling with shrinking resources and rising needs. There is evidence
that some national reforms have more or less deliberately generated an ‘austerity localism’ which,
far from improving decentralized problem solving capacity, has instead reinforced or established
new patterns of exclusion and distributive conflicts (Featherstone et al [2012]; Johansson and
Hvinden [2016]). Closer and more focused links (formal and informal) between the Commission
and sub-national governments could support the latter in claiming additional funds (or avoiding
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cuts) from their national governments, consolidating their institutional role and strengthening their
position in the emerging system of EU social governance. Reversing the perspective, one could also
argue that the Commission itself could benefit from stronger links in order to revise its top-down,
target-based approach, engaging instead in a learning exercise ‘from the bottom’ and in genuine and
two-way policy dialogues.
In addition to the regional card, a lot more could be done in terms of capacity by playing the
‘nonpublic actors’ card. The last decade has witnessed an increasingly strong involvement of civil
society organizations in service provisions. Empirical research has just started to explore such
developments and to characterize their substantive agendas and achievements as well as their novel
governance practices (Anheier and Krlev [2014]). One indication of this literature is that the new
generation of ‘local welfare systems’ does not mechanically mirror national welfare regime
features, but operate according to their own distinctive logic, often with unexpected links with other
(including cross-border) systems. This is interesting in at least two respects: 1) at the grass root
level Europe’s social sphere is becoming less ‘public’ and less ‘national’ and is increasingly nested
in wider vertical and horizontal networks; 2) local systems are becoming key arenas for identifying
novel solutions to social challenges. A strategic connection with the emerging protagonists of
‘social innovation’ (especially, but not exclusively, at the local level) could be a precious asset for
advancing the SI agenda.
In many Member States, interesting experiments outside the public sphere (in a strict sense)
are currently under way. Such initiatives (which the Italian debate has dubbed secondo welfare: see
Ferrera, 2014) typically mobilize non-public resources which are made available by a wide range of
economic and social actors: the social partners (often at the local/company level through
decentralized bargaining), territorial associations of various sorts, banks, foundations, philanthropic
subjects and so on (author). These actors are - typically - highly motivated to learn, sensitive to
empirical evidence and principled arguments. For the Commission, they could be precious
interlocutors: their ‘noviceness’ makes them ideal targets of ‘thick persuasion’ (Checkel 2002).
Work-life balance is a key area of experimentation. But other policy areas that are central for SI are
also present: early childhood education and care, child poverty, educational deprivation, schoolwork transitions, lifelong learning, elderly care. Given its organizational flexibility, its problemsolving logic, its potential for mobilizing expertise and anticipating needs, as well as its capacity to
deploy novel financial and operational instruments, the secondo welfare sphere could offer fertile
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ground for the elaboration and implementation of SI’s goals. Social innovation is explicitly
mentioned in the SIP and features also on the agendas of other DGs (such as Internal Market,
Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs)7 and of the Social and Economic Committee8. At this level,
it is also possible to rely and exploit ‘learning by doing’ dynamics and experimental approaches,
which under certain conditions can open new and alternative avenues for enhancing policy
investments and bypassing political obstacles (Sabel, Zeitlin and Quack 2016).

Conclusion
The SI strategy has been and still is an important building block in the overall transformation
of the European Social Model. Within EU policy studies, this strategy deserves to be investigated
in depth not only per se, but also for testing the EU’s performance in facilitating types of long term
policies and politics for which it ought to be programmatically most suited, thanks to its
institutional resources and political profile. This article has shown that the EU has indeed been able
to serve as SI facilitator – even though its performance has been higher in terms of capacitation than
ideational persuasion. In line with Jacob’s perspective, my discussion has implicitly taken for
granted the desirability of both the SI agenda and EU facilitation. Before closing, a brief
justification of such assumptions is in order.
The EU is often criticized for its technocratic character, i.e. its tendency to adopt top-down
decisions based on expert criteria and sheltered from democratic scrutiny. In some areas (e.g.
macro-economic governance) the EU has indeed taken the form of ʽguardianshipʼ regime (some
authors even speak of ʽauthoritarian liberalismʼ: e.g. Somek [2015]) aimed at forcing domestic
compliance with pre-defined rules and objectives, with little regard for electoral preferences and
popular consensus. Can’t a similar critique be advanced in respect of the SI agenda as well? I
believe this is not the case – provided we adopt a sufficiently articulated standard of democratic
justification.
Contrary to what is argued by ʽfolk theoriesʼ of democracy, the latter cannot be entirely
reduced to ʽdoing what the people wantʼ (Achen and Bartels 2015). This rather naïve view
shortchanges the prime role of democratic leaders, who are not (and ought not to be) mere
ʽtranslatorsʼ of demands from below into public policies. However important, responsiveness to
voters’ preferences is only one out of three dimensions of democratic representation. The second
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dimension is accountability: politicians must show that their choices - even when not directly
ʽresponsiveʼ - are in line with the electoral mandate. The third (and often neglected) dimension is
responsibility: the duty of leaders to face up to collective challenges in the best interest of their own
political community. As famously recommended by Weber, responsibility requires some distance
from electoral contingencies, a farsighted capacity to balance principled and consequentialist
considerations in addressing a constant flow of substantive problems that can never be fully
anticipated and yet demand relentless attention and tending. As argued in the first section, the
exercise of democratic responsibility is especially important for those policy challenges which
involve the long term: political impatience places in fact a high premium on the short term. By
informing and capacitating national leaders vis-à-vis SI imperatives, the EU does not violate the
democratic standard: quite to the contrary, it enhances the visibility and normative salience of one
key component of such standard, i.e. the duty of making farsighted responsible choices. As aptly
put by Nicolaidis, the future is the EU’s comparative advantage” (Nicolaidis 2010): the indirect
nature of EU democracy puts it in better conditions –compared to national governments- to pursue
the long term. Of course, by its very nature, responsibility implies a certain degree of paternalism.
But there is a sea of difference between the heavy paternalist guardianship of the Fiscal Compact
(just to make an example), on the one hand, and the soft paternalist “nudging” of the SI agenda, on
the other hand - essentially based on horizontal coordination through the OMC rather than unilateral
hierarchical enforcement. The democratic credentials of such approach have been widely discussed
by the literature and some authors have argued that, far from strengthening elitist technocracy, the
OMC not only complies, in general, with the normative standards of democratic theory, but also
contributes to democratization of expert influence (e.g Borràs and Radaelli 2015).
What about the goodness (appropriateness, desirability) of Social Investment as a policy
goal? In the realm of evaluation there are no absolute yardsticks. My own evaluative position is
centered, again, on the notion of democratic responsibility. There is by now enough evidence provided by the Commission and independent research - that SI can generate long term virtuous
outcomes at the functional level (growth, jobs, inclusion etc.). At the same time, persuasive
arguments have been formulated that justify Social Investment in terms of some cherished values
which characterize the European Social Model (such as equality of opportunity, capabilities and
“functioning”, freedom of choice, social mobility etc.)9. In other words, there are good reasons for
defending the SI agenda on both consequentialist and principled grounds. In addition to the
functional and normative rationales, I would also add a specifically political rationale. By showing
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the ʽcaringʼ face of the EU, the SI agenda can help enhancing the Union’s legitimacy in the eyes of
its citizens: hopefully a more patient and thus more enduring legitimacy.
Since its establishment in 2014, the Juncker Commission has been showing a novel
sensitivity for legitimacy issues and for the EU social dimension. However, while inclusion, human
capital, active employment policies or childcare still feature as recognizable priorities, the
overarching idea of Social Investment has been clearly de-emphasized within the new
Commission’s discourse and official agenda, which includes new symbolic metaphors (such ʽa
social triple Aʼ rating for the EU) and policy objectives (such as the ʽEuropean Pillar of Social
Rightsʼ). As argued above, persistence over time is a key element for upholding the framing
efficacy of policy ideas. Since 2013, despite the weaknesses noted above, a considerable capital
(epistemic, institutional, political) has already been accumulated around the idea of Social
Investment. Dissipating such capital – instead of building further on it for policy facilitation- would
be a mistake on the side of the Commission: a lamentable, but above all an ʽirresponsibleʼ mistake.

1

The ʽPackageʼ consisted of a main Communication on Social Investment, a Recommendation on child poverty (EC,
2013b) and eight staff working documents on Social Investment related topics. For a full list and references see:
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1044. (accessed February 2016)
2
The term ‘political patience/impatience’ is borrowed from Renshon, 1977, who was among the first to discuss it in
political science.
3
For a general and interesting discussion on blame attribution and policy reforms, see Wenzelburger and Hörisch,
2016.
4
I leave aside a third condition identified by Jacobs: electoral safety, which is less pertinent for discussing the EU’s
role. My summary of is based on Jacobs 2011, Jacobs and Matthews (2012, 2015).
5
All the relevant documents can be found at http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1044 (accessed February
2016).
6
The author was able to track this change in his role as a participant to a consultative committee to the Commission.
7
See: http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/policy/social/index_en.htm.
8
See the Milan Declaration of October 2014 at http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activitiesboosting-innovation-milan-declaration.33583 (accessed February 2016)
9
For an excellent and informed discussion of the paradigm and ʽusesʼ of Social Investment, see Hemerijck, 2016.
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