
Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 403–414

DOI: 10.17645/pag.v9i2.4079

Article

Social Investment Policies in the EU: Actively Concrete or Passively
Abstract?
Gaby Umbach and Igor Tkalec *

Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, European University Institute, Italy; E‐Mails: gaby.umbach@eui.eu (G.U.),
igor.tkalec@eui.eu (I.T.)

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 28 January 2021 | Accepted: 23 March 2021 | Published: 25 June 2021

Abstract
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1. Introduction

In January 2021, the Portuguese Presidency of the
Council of the European Union and EU Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen scheduled the 2021 tri‐
partite EU Social Summit. As von der Leyen underlined,
the summit needed to particularly address the younger
generation with a focus on solidarity. Concretely, it
should “focus on how to strengthen Europe’s social
dimension to meet the challenges of climate change
and the digital transition, in order to ensure equal
opportunities for all and that no one is left behind”
(European Commission, 2021, p. 1). The summit should
therefore enhance support for the EU’s social dimension
with the general objective of improving people’s well‐
being to add to the recovery path from the hardship

of the Covid‐19 pandemic. This summit’s mission is in
line with the March 2021 Commission communication
on the European Pillar of the Social Rights Action Plan,
which aims to reinvigorate the EU’s social dimension (see
European Commission, 2021). The need to improve the
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR) shows that the EU has not yet realised the com‐
mitments made at its adoption in 2017.

This article addresses this inertia concerning social
issues as compared to macro‐economic policies and
reforms (Graziano & Hartlapp, 2018; Moreno and Palier
speak of a “European social model… a kaleidoscope of
sediments and peculiarities” [Moreno & Palier, 2005,
p. 2]). It asks how, if at all, the EU can deliver on its
bold promises. It starts with the question of whether
the EU’s socio‐economic co‐evolutionary governance
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armoury offers enough steering potential to turn its
EPSR commitments into reality. To operationalise this
question, we focus on the propagation of social invest‐
ment by the EU in its policy documents and activi‐
ties across different levels of governance as a way to
address social concerns. The main idea of social invest‐
ment is that “social policy should no longer focus on ‘pas‐
sively’ protecting people from the perils of themarket by
means of cash benefits, but rather prepare or ‘empower’
people in order to maximally integrate them into the
market” (Jenson & Saint‐Martin as cited in Cantillon
& Van Lancker, 2013, p. 553). Social investment has
been well‐developed in the academic literature, notably
from the theoretical‐conceptual (Hemerijck, 2015; Kvist,
2015), critical (Cantillon & Van Lancker, 2013) and
(national) case study (Bouget et al., 2015; Cantillon,
2011; Jenson & Saint‐Martin, 2003) perspectives. In the
EU context, Vandenbroucke et al. (2011) discuss the need
for a social investment pact.

Building on the above, this article offers an empirical
analysis exclusively from the EU perspective. The main
objective is to analyse the ways in which the EU propa‐
gates social investment policies. To this end, we define
four propagation approaches, depending on whether
they actively discuss and promote social investment
and whether they involve concrete EU intervention in
social investment (see Figure 1). The reference and objec‐
tive approaches relate to the paradigmatic dimension
of the EU’s treatment of social investment, while the
tool and action approaches refer to the level of inter‐
vention. The propagation approaches are inspired by
the conceptual framing of social investment put for‐
ward by Bouget et al. (2015) in their analysis of national
social investment policy practices. In the context of the
present analysis, conceptual framing concerns which

policy fields and sub‐fields are integral components of
social investment.

The remainder of this article is organised as fol‐
lows. We first discuss the development of EU social pol‐
icy governance and its co‐evolutionary patterns across
governance levels. We then focus on the role of social
investment in the EU especially in the aftermath of
the sovereign debt crisis. Subsequently, we describe our
methodological approach based on the analysis of tex‐
tual data. Finally, we present the results of the analy‐
sis, focusing on the EU’s social investment propagation
approaches.

2. EU Social Policy Governance

In terms of the EU’s steering potential, political steer‐
ing theory (Börzel, 2005, p. 617; Burth & Görlitz,
2001; Mayntz, 1987, 2003; Mayntz & Scharpf, 1995),
multilevel governance approaches (Héritier, 2002; Hix,
1998; Hooghe & Marks, 2001; Kohler‐Koch, 2003; Marks
et al., 1996; Peters, 2002; Sandholtz & Stone Sweet,
1998; Umbach, 2017; Wallace, 2005) and Evolutionary
Governance Theory in particular (Beunen et al., 2016;
Van Assche et al., 2014; Yagi, 2020) inform us that mul‐
tilevel governance arrangements involve co‐evolution
across levels of governance—vertically (supranational,
national, regional, local) and horizontally (various actors,
including markets, institutions, and civil society). Such
multilevel co‐evolutionary governance and steering
logics—ranging from regulatory (state) intervention in
political coordination and negotiation systems to compe‐
tition mechanisms and self‐regulation—are particularly
relevant to EU social policy.

EU social policy is therefore an exemplary field of gov‐
ernance co‐evolution across systemic levels given that
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Figure 1. The EU’s social investment propagation approaches.
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its progress is based not only on vertical cooperation
between the EU level and member states but also on
horizontal cooperation among individuals, markets, and
the public sector. In legal terms, Arts. 2 and 3 in the
Treaty on European Union (TEU) define different social
dimensions of the EU’smultilevel political system (promi‐
nently equal rights and non‐discrimination; the social
market economy; economic, social, and territorial cohe‐
sion; social justice; social protection, and solidarity; TEU,
2012). Titles IX, X, XI, XII, XIV, and XVIII in the Treaty on
the Functioning of the EuropeanUnion (TFEU) specify EU
social policy areas (TFEU, 2012). This multi‐faceted social
fabric is reflected in the multilevel governance patterns
of EU social policy. As Art. 4 in the TFEU states, social
policy predominantly resides in the realm of shared com‐
petences (TFEU, 2012). This means that both the EU
and its member states can adopt legislation. EU mem‐
ber states legislate where the EU does not exercise its
competences. Art. 6 in the TFEU locates questions of
protection and improvement of human health, educa‐
tion, and vocational training in the realm of support‐
ing competences, in which the EU is limited to comple‐
mentary action while EU member states legislate (TFEU
2012). This combination of legal competences impacts
on how EU social policies are co‐designed and it reflects
the fact that no exclusive legal authority has been trans‐
ferred to the EU. This constitutes the starting point for
the governance co‐evolution arena at hand and impacts
on how EU social policies are made within the EU’s mul‐
tilevel system. From a governance perspective, EU social
policy is steered by various policy instruments, depend‐
ing on the legal basis applied and ranging from regula‐
tory approaches to policy coordination. This variety of
governance modes materialises the multilevel steering
patterns of the EU’s social dimension (Scharpf, 2002)
and further strengthens the co‐evolutionary governance
potential in the area.

The development of EU social policy over time
explains the multidimensionality of its legal and gover‐
nance basis. Defined as a matter of national sovereignty
with limited room for manoeuvre for the European
Economic Community in the Treaty of Rome, social
policy remained shaped by national policy priorities
and regimes with a noticeable opposition to further
Europeanisation. Liberal, conservative, and social demo‐
cratic welfare regimes continued to co‐exist and two
approaches to EU social policy emerged: the (neo)liberal
idea of ‘Market Europe’ with little room for European
social policy; and the ‘Social Europe’ approach aiming at
further communitarisation beyond the European Social
Fund, common vocational training policies, and equal
pay provisions. A lack of consensus and concern about
negative repercussions of social integration on the eco‐
nomic development of the Community prevailed, ham‐
pering the development of a European social policy
(Dodo, 2014). As a result, coherence is missing in EU
socio‐economic policies as “European integration has
created a constitutional asymmetry between policies

promoting market efficiencies and policies promoting
social protection and equality” (Scharpf, 2002, p. 646).

A fundamental moment for the definition of social
rights at the EU level was the 2000 Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union (European
Parliament et al., 2012). This unites different layers of
individual rights (human, economic, civic, and social)
that EU citizens are subject to in the EU. Again, a result
of governance co‐evolution in the area, the sources of
this basic rights catalogue are dispersed across different
levels of governance (European Convention on Human
Rights, constitutional provisions of EU member states,
international instruments, and the case law of the Court
of Justice of the EU). Another relevant step in EU social
policy development was the 2017 Gothenburg Social
Summit. The summit inter‐institutionally proclaimed the
EPSR, which defines three target areas for socially sus‐
tainable labourmarkets (equal opportunities and access;
fair working conditions; and social protection and inclu‐
sion; European Parliament et al., 2018). Legal compe‐
tences for achieving the EPSR targets, however, again
remain divided. The member states are legally empow‐
ered to design governance solutions, whereas the EU is
attributed a supporting action role. Moreover, in 2019
the Commission reinstated the EU social pillar in its pol‐
icy guidelines, highlighting the need to “reconcile the
social and themarket” and to “put forward an action plan
to fully implement the European Pillar of Social Rights”
(von der Leyen, 2019, p. 9). In this climate of sluggish but
necessary implementation of the EPSR, the EU’s social
agenda requires reanimation in 2021, not least because
of the impact of the Covid‐19 pandemic. In sum, the
development of EU social policy can be encompassed
under a slow and lagging “governance path” (Van Assche
et al., 2014, p. 29).

3. The EU Social Investment Approach

On this slow ‘governance path,’ the 2007/2008 finan‐
cial and economic and the 2010–2012 sovereign debt
crises increased the pressure on both EU member states
and the EU level to become bolder on the social dimen‐
sion of European integration. The crises “reinforce[d] the
need to modernise social policies to optimise their effec‐
tiveness and efficiency, and the way they are financed”
(European Commission, 2013, p. 2). To this end, in
2013 the Commission defined the cornerstones of social
investment in its communication on Social Investment
for Growth and Cohesion (see European Commission,
2013). Linked to the Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sus‐
tainable and inclusive growth, the Commission stated
that social investment policies, combined with protec‐
tion and stabilisation as functions of welfare regimes,
were essential welfare state instruments to increase the
effectiveness and efficiency of social policies (European
Commission, 2013).

A series of documents attached to the Commission’s
communication form the ‘Social Investment Package’
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(SIP), which should redirect “Member States’ policies,
where needed, towards social investment throughout
life,with a view to ensuring the adequacy and sustainabil‐
ity of budgets for social policies and for the government
and private sector as a whole” (European Commission,
2013, p. 3). As a supranational stimulus, the SIP has
had governance consequences at the EU and national
levels, requiring interlinkage among social policies, the
European Semester, the EU’s Employment Package, pen‐
sions coordination, cohesion policies, and EU funding
policies. As such, it inspired and required the European
Semester’s co‐evolutionary governance process to adapt
in terms of framing of policy paradigms (i.e., reference
and objective propagation approaches) and intervention
types (i.e., tool and action propagation approaches).

As a result, the EU’s social investment approach cre‐
ated vertical and horizontal adaptation stimuli for EU
member states and across the different levels of the
EU system. Borrowing from the Europeanisation litera‐
ture, such stimuli can stem from various co‐evolution
dynamics between levels of governance: down‐loading
and adaptation of national governance by transfer
of European provisions (top‐down Europeanisation);
up‐loading and establishment of European governance
(bottom‐up Europeanisation); and cross‐loading and
transfer of governance approaches between national
and subnational levels based on EU stimuli (vertical trans‐
fer; Howell, 2004a, pp. 5–6, 2004b, pp. 54–56). Feedback
loops between the different dynamics accompany co‐
evolutionary governance developments (Bomberg &
Peterson, 2000, p. 20; Börzel, 2003; Börzel & Risse, 2000,
pp. 1‐2, 2003, p. 57; Giuliani, 2003, p. 135; Olsen, 2002,
p. 932; Radaelli, 2003, p. 30) as this “pattern of couplings
between systems creates a space for change and for pos‐
sible intervention” (Van Assche et al., 2014, p. 19; see
Beunen & Van Assche, 2013). For our analysis, stimuli
deriving from top‐down dynamics seem particularly rele‐
vant as they highlight inspiration for adaptation through
EU level reference points, policy paradigms and interven‐
tion types.

Against this historical‐conceptual backdrop, this arti‐
cle focuses on how, when and in what form the EU

propagates social investment, creating stimuli and ref‐
erence points for other levels of governance through
top‐down dynamics. The in what form aspect constitutes
the nucleus of our analysis and evolves around the cate‐
gorisation of social investment policies (in terms of flow,
stock, and buffer characteristics; see Table 1). By choos‐
ing this perspective, we focus on the treatment of con‐
temporary social investment at the EU level as a potential
way of instigating co‐evolutionary governance dynamics
in policy areas that do not fall under the exclusive compe‐
tence of the EU. To this end, we understand social invest‐
ment as amode of aligning national policieswith the EU’s
governance approach in its post‐sovereign debt crisis pol‐
icy agenda and its 2020 strategy.

4. Data and Method

We use document analysis as the main method. The ana‐
lysis involves manual coding of documents and quan‐
titative interpretation of textual data. Our sample con‐
sists of 293 EU documents from the period from 2010 to
2020 (except for the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights
from 2000). The selection of EU document types is based
on their potential relevance regarding social investment
policies (see Appendix 1 in the Supplementary File).
The documents refer to social investment within the
notions of policy development (e.g., the Commission’s
White Papers), policy objectives (e.g., Annual Growth
Surveys), and policy recommendations (e.g., Country‐
Specific Recommendations [CSRs]).

The main unit of analysis is the (grammatical) sen‐
tence. Sentences in the selected documents that men‐
tion social investment policies (see Table 1) are coded in
terms of: a) the specific policy field they refer to (e.g.,
upskilling, unemployment benefits); b) the social invest‐
ment policy category (flow, stock, or buffer); and c) the
EU propagation approach. It should be noted that the
three social investment policy categories (flow, stock,
and buffer) indicate which policy sub‐fields are consid‐
ered in the analysis. Nevertheless, they also inform social
investment from a policy implementation standpoint.
Concretely, an effective social investment strategy ought

Table 1. Social investment policy categories.

Category Flow (labour market) Stock Buffer

Specific policy field • Participation • Human capital • Health
• Activation • Education • Unemployment benefits
• Access • Upskilling • Career support
• Flexibility • Vocational training • Job search assistance
• Flexicurity • Lifelong learning • Social housing
• Life‐course transitions • Gender equality • Minimum income support
• Relevance of skills • R&D

• Childhood care
Note: Due to our efforts to reflect the content of the raw data (i.e., sentences) as closely as possible, the number and labels of specific
policy fields used in the analysis slightly differ from those listed in the table (cf. Figure 4). Source: Authors’ adaption from Bouget et al.
(2015).
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to combine and integrate policy interventions from all
three categories. The interventions need to consider
a life course perspective as social investment entails
a continuum of measures rather than one‐off and/or
ad‐hoc policy actions. Moreover, the interventions need
to be mutually reinforcing to account for the different
objectives of different social policy categories (Bouget
et al., 2015). To illustrate, changes in unemployment
benefit schemes (buffer) bolster incentives for labour
market participation (flow). The cost of such interven‐
tion can be mediated by, for instance, re‐qualification
opportunities (stock). From this demand for mutual
reinforcement also follows the relevance of vertical co‐
evolutionary governance in the implementation of social
investment policies.

In our text analysis, a single sentence can be coded
multiple times (i.e., if it mentions manifold social invest‐
ment policies and/or entails multiple EU propagation
approaches). A total of 2068 coded segments are
included in the analysis. While coding the sentences, in
addition to their meaning, we consider specific word
types and/or specific words that help indicate to which
propagation approach the coded segments belong (see
Appendix 2 in the Supplementary File).

EU social investment propagation approaches reflect
the EU’s framing and treatment of social investment in
its documents. Specifically, four propagation approaches
reflect: a) how active (or passive) the EU is in propos‐
ing and promoting social investment policies; and b) the
level of concreteness of the EU’s intervention in social
investment (see Figure 1). The reference approach con‐
cerns mere mentioning and/or factual description of
social investment policies in EU documents. As such, it
is passive and abstract. The objective approach includes
propagation of social investment policies as a desirable
policy aim/objective, incentivising social investment poli‐
cies and placing social investment on policy and political
agendas in EU politics. Therefore, it is more active and
concrete than the reference approach. The tool approach
understands social investment policies as policy tools
that help achieve another policy objective, which may
or may not be related to social investment. It is there‐
fore both active and concrete in terms of the EU’s propa‐
gation of social investment. Finally, the action approach
includes the EU’s recommendations for policy actions
regarding social investment. The policy action is directly
targeted at national governments. Therefore, it is the
most active and concrete propagation approach.

Broadly speaking, we expect the reference and
objective approaches to be relatively less prominent.
The momentum of the reference approach may have
decreased due to the overall development of the supra‐
national social policy armoury since the early 2000s (e.g.,
European Employment Strategy; the open method of
coordination). Concerning the objective approach, the
legal basis of EU social policy (shared competences in
many and supporting competences in some areas) dis‐
cussed above makes it potentially less attractive for the

EU given that the normative (steering) intensity of defin‐
ing policy aims and objectives is not negligible. Hence,
we expect tool and action approaches to be more promi‐
nent as they reflect the main mission of the European
Semester policy coordination cycle and its increased rel‐
evance to the social policy realm. The Semester involves
monitoring and recommendation practices in order to
foster policy reforms at the national level (i.e., the action
approach) and, to a lesser degree, it offers the means to
achieve such reforms (i.e., the tool approach).

5. Results and Discussion

We focus on three aspects of the analysis which provide
insights into how, when and in what form the EU prop‐
agates social investment. First, the how aspect directly
concerns the EU propagation approaches. As Figure 2
shows, the EU propagates social investment predomi‐
nantly through action (recommending policy actions to
member states) and tool (utilising specific social invest‐
ment policies as a means to achieve social investment
or other policy goals) approaches. Therefore, the EU’s
treatment of social investment is active and concrete.
As such, it institutionally directly targets national govern‐
ments. Hence, it could be argued that active propaga‐
tion of social investment is well‐integrated in the EU’s
social investment policy narrative expressed in its pol‐
icy documents.

The second aspect of the analysis concerns the tem‐
poral dimension (the when) of the EU’s propagation of
social investment. As Figure 3 shows, there is no evi‐
dent linear trend in terms of use of the four propa‐
gation approaches from 2010 to 2020. The use of the
action approach steadily increases from 2011 and peaks
in 2014. This is followed by a decline from 2015 to
2020. The use of the objective approach is relatively
constant over the entire time period. This also holds
for the tool approach, yet with an obvious decline in
2020. The reference approach was used more frequently
from 2010 to 2013, whereas from 2013 to 2020 use of
it was relatively negligible with the exceptions of 2016
and 2017.

The temporal aspect of the analysis implies that
social investment persistently appears as an integral pol‐
icy objective and a tool to achieve other (non‐)related
policy objectives at the EU level. Although the action
approach is most frequently employed (see Figure 2),
from a temporal perspective its use by the EU is some‐
what periodical. References to the action approach
predominantly derive from CSRs. Considering this, a
significant decline in use of the action approach in
2015 coincides with the introduction of the stream‐
lined European Semester, under which recommenda‐
tions have become simpler, shorter, and fewer (Alcidi &
Gros, 2017). Hence, explicit references to social invest‐
ment may have been ‘absorbed’ by other more targeted
policy recommendations, potentially signalling a shift
of supranational steering to these tools. Moreover, this
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Figure 2. Occurrence frequency of EU social investment propagation approaches.

declinemay have occurred due to a successful implemen‐
tation of social investment‐related policy recommenda‐
tions at the national level. Nevertheless, the present
analysis cannot support such claims as it does not con‐
sider changes in CSRs content and their implementation
at the national level. Therefore, and due to the secondary
importance of thewhen aspect of the analysis, we do not
elaborate further on this.

Finally, the in what form aspect is the core of our
analysis. It concerns categories of social investment poli‐
cies (flow, stock, and buffer; see Table 1) and their spe‐
cific policy fields. Put differently, it unfolds the substance
of the EU’s social investment propagation approaches.
As such, it underlines the characteristics of social invest‐
ment in the EU. Policies in the stock category are preva‐
lent with a particular emphasis on skills (e.g., upskilling,
addressing skills mismatches) and training‐related (e.g.,
vocational training, lifelong learning) policies. Enhancing
(labour market) skills is predominantly propagated as
a policy objective (see Figure 4, row 4, column 2),

while, correspondingly, training‐related policies mainly
serve as policy tools (see Figure 4, row 4, column 4).
Therefore, from the EU perspective, professional devel‐
opment appears as a prominent channel for using social
investment. Interestingly, human capital and gender
equality are relatively underrepresented in the EU doc‐
uments and are mostly propagated through the descrip‐
tive reference propagation approach.

Policies in the flow category exclusively concern the
labour market. Labour market activation policies appear
most often in the documents (see Figure 4, row 1, col‐
umn 1). From a broader economic perspective, relatively
frequent references to the flexibility (including flexicu‐
rity; see Bekker, 2018) of labour markets (see Figure 4,
row 2, column 1) feed into the prominence of acti‐
vation policies. Activation‐focused policies—reducing
disincentives to work (Raffass, 2017) and encourag‐
ing individuals to search for employment aiming at
a re‐entry in employment (after the initial encounter
with unemployment)—are pervasively communicated
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Figure 3. Occurrence frequency of the EU’s propagation approaches over time.
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some coded segments.

through active and concrete social investment propaga‐
tion approaches (i.e., tool and action).

The treatment of unemployment benefit policies by
the EU in the flow category complements the promi‐
nent role of activation policies. Mentioning of unemploy‐
ment benefits appears relatively less frequently in the
EU documents and is mostly communicated through the
action propagation approach (see Figure 4, row 5, col‐
umn 6). This means that the EU (in annual CSRs) rec‐
ommends policy action to governments concerning their
unemployment benefit schemes. Some unemployment
benefit‐focused policy recommendations entail reducing
their duration and generosity. For example, in 2015 the
EU recommended that the French government should
“[t]ake action in consultation with the social partners
and in accordance with national practices to reform the
unemployment benefit system in order to bring the sys‐
tem back to budgetary sustainability and provide more
incentives to return to work” (Council of the EU, 2015,
p. 7). Such policy recommendations complement and
reinforce the main aim of the prevalent references to
activation policies.

Insights from the other two categories of social
investment also build on the salience of activation poli‐
cies. In the stock category, although relatively under‐
represented, family policies (e.g., improving childcare
services) are among the main policy tools (see Figure 4,
row 1, column 6) to achieve activation. References
to family policies mainly highlight the need to enable
(equal) female labour market participation after child‐
birth. For example, the 2019 Annual Growth Surveys
states that “[w]ider access to high‐quality care services
(e.g., childcare and long‐term care) would ensure more

opportunities for women to enter or stay in employ‐
ment” (European Commission, 2018, p. 12). In terms of
policy recommendations, the EU recommended Austria,
for instance, to “[i]mprove labour market outcomes for
women also through the provision of full‐time care ser‐
vices” (Council of the EU, 2017, p. 6). Moreover, in 2019,
Italy was recommended to “[s]upport women’s participa‐
tion in the labour market through a comprehensive strat‐
egy, including through access to quality childcare and
long‐term care” (Council of the EU, 2019, p. 12).

Policies in the buffer category are overall relatively
less represented in the selected corpus of EU docu‐
ments. Nevertheless, relatively frequent mentioning of
(job) support policies (e.g., public employment services,
efficiency and coordination of job centres, individual
career counselling) through action and tool approaches
strengthens the general emphasis on activation poli‐
cies (see Figure 4, row 4, column 3). In this context,
support policies act as an intermediate step between
unemployment and re‐entering employment. To this
end, from a broader perspective, the Commission states
that “[p]ublic employment services and sectoral organ‐
isations also play an important role in retraining work‐
ers who have to change occupation or sector, thus facil‐
itating reallocation of labour between firms and sec‐
tors” (European Commission, 2012, p. 16). Concerning
related policy recommendations, the EU recommended
to “[e]valuate the effectiveness of the public employ‐
ment service, notably on career guidance and coun‐
selling services, to improve the matching of skills with
labour market needs” (CSR 2011 for Slovenia; Council
of the EU, 2011, p. 6). Therefore, job support systems
have the potential to enable smoother implementation
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of labour market activation policies (see Black et al.,
2003; Heidenreich & Aurich‐Beerheide, 2014). Table 2
summarises the main findings of the document analysis.

Overall, the dominant policy themes through which
the EU propagates social investment are enhancing the
labour market and education skills (stock), labour mar‐
ket activation policies (flow), and job support policies
(buffer). These themes are complementary and inter‐
connected. Their interaction reflects a dynamic treat‐
ment of contemporary social investment at the EU level.
Enhanced labour market and education skills enable
more efficient implementation of labour market activa‐
tion policies as skilled individuals are seemingly more
competitive and have a higher capacity to adjust to
labour market demands. Therefore, they are more likely
to switch from unemployment to re‐employment in a
timely manner, which is the overarching aim of acti‐
vation policies. In this context, job support policies
underpin skills development through, for example, state‐
sponsored professional (i.e., re‐qualification) or soft skill
training and/or individual career counselling that aims to
make the job search a confidence‐boosting experience.
Moreover, job support policies reinforce activation poli‐
cies (assuming they are effective) as they reduce the cost
of and demand for unemployment benefits.

In sum, regarding the above‐discussed co‐
evolutionary governance and adaptation stimuli, con‐
temporary social investment in the EU broadly reflects
top‐down dynamics in so far as the EU uses an active
approach to foster reforms at the national level. The core
idea is to stimulate national governance adaptation
through recommendations that create a supranational
reference point for policy change. Our findings largely
support this as the EU mainly treats social investment
through the action propagation approach, which entails
direct policy recommendations to national governments
and it is consistent with the idea of ‘governance by objec‐
tives’ (see Vandenbroucke et al., 2011). Moreover, social
investment based on activation policies reflects the exist‐
ing division of competences between the EU and its
member states concerning social policy as broadly under‐
stood and fits into the EU’s post sovereign debt crisis and
Europe 2020 Strategy policy agenda with competitive
and knowledge‐based economies as overarching goals.
It is also consistent with its main purpose to ‘transform’
welfare provision from the passive collection of benefits
(protection from the market) into active participation in
and adjustment to the labour market.

However, one should be wary of the broader implica‐
tions of activation‐centred social investment. First, stud‐
ies on activation policies contend that they are conducive
to socio‐economic policy outcomes such as decreas‐
ing poverty levels and unemployment, and social inclu‐
sion (see, e.g., Perkins, 2010; Raffass, 2017). Second,
such apparent incompatibility between economic and
social policies also concerns EU economic governance
under the European Semester, in which social concerns
are subjugated to their economic counterparts (see
Bekker, 2015; Spasova et al., 2019; Zeitlin & Vanhercke,
2018). Therefore, the EU’s commitment to traditional
social policy outcomes appears feeble. Consequently,
social investment as a novel instrument for social pol‐
icy may be undermined, considering that it “cannot
and will not ensure social progress for all if it is not
complemented by a firm commitment to traditional
forms of social protection” (Cantillon & Van Lancker,
2013, p. 561). In other words, governance co‐evolution
for social progress derives from a complementarity of
(activation‐centred) social investment and traditional
welfare provision. The EU has been somewhat engaged
with the former yet (still) lags with the latter, which
remains a competence of EU member states.

6. Conclusion

Against the historical‐conceptual background of EU social
policy and Evolutionary Governance Theory, we have
analysed the ways in which the EU propagates social
investment, using large‐scale document analysis as the
research method. The results show that active propaga‐
tion of social investment is well‐integrated in the EU’s
social investment policy space. Using a well‐established
instrument of EU economic and social policy coordina‐
tion, the EUpropagates social investmentmainly through
active and concrete approaches communicated through
annual CSRs to national governments, which confirms
our initial expectations. This propagation approach
hence adds to the EU’s socio‐economic co‐evolutionary
governance armoury of the European Semester to con‐
tribute to the implementation of the EPSR. The EU’s treat‐
ment of social investment is based on active labour mar‐
ket policies backed by skills development and job support
policies, echoing ‘Market Europe’ ideas, the Europe 2020
Strategy’s focus on a knowledge‐based competitive econ‐
omy, and the European Employment Strategy’s focus
on increased employability and adaptability (Umbach,

Table 2. Summary of the main findings of the document analysis.

Social investment policy category Dominant specific policy field(s) Salient EU propagation approach

FLOW Labour market activation Tool; Action

STOCK Skills Objective
Training (vocational and lifelong) Tool

BUFFER Job support Tool; Action
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2009, pp. 196–198). In terms of co‐evolutionary gover‐
nance, this treatment of social investment points to the
use of top‐down stimuli by the EU. Activation‐centred
social investment is consistent with its inherent purpose,
yet it alone may not prove effective enough to substan‐
tively advance ‘Social Europe,’ considering the ‘tension’
between economic and social policy priorities and out‐
comes in EU governance.

Although our analysis is empirically compelling, it
has limitations. Concretely, it does not consider the
national level, which is crucial for the implementation of
social investment policies on EU recommendations, and,
more importantly, it does not discuss potential socio‐
economic effects of the dominant policy themes in the
EU’s treatment of social investment. Nevertheless, the
analysis offers an empirical validation of the definition
of social investment in the EU context, which consti‐
tutes one of the article’s main contributions. In addi‐
tion, the findings of the analysis give insights into the
EU’s role in social policy, which historically has a strong
national character. The fact that the EU’s treatment of
social investment is active and concrete potentially indi‐
cates an increased role of the EU in the social field.
The EU’s increasingly important role in social invest‐
ment unravels through policy coordination under the
European Semester, the latter itself a governance mode
of aligning member states’ policies with the EU’s gov‐
ernance approach that instigates co‐evolutionary gov‐
ernance dynamics in EU socio‐economic policies. Such
developments have already occurred in other areas of
social policy, including pensions (see, e.g., Guardiancich
& Guidi, 2020; Tkalec, 2020). Moreover, from a practical
point of view and in the context of existing studies on
social investment, an exclusive empirical focus on the EU
level and (reusable) operationalisation of large‐scale tex‐
tual data are the article’s further contributions to deepen
the understanding of social investment in the EU context.

From the theoretical perspectives of Europeanisation
and multilevel governance, this article may add to
the long‐present notion of national de‐structuring
without supranational re‐construction (Ferrera, 2005),
which depicts the EU’s role in social policy. In the
current EU multilevel governance context, national
de‐structuring unwinds through down‐loading and the
top‐down dynamics of the European Semester, which
has embraced social policy issues and has enabled a
more prominent role for the EU in social affairs. Active
and concrete propagation of social investment by the
EU exemplifies such a development also in areas
that do not fall under the exclusive competence of
the EU. Nevertheless, (positive) integration towards a
more ‘Social Europe’ through up‐loading and bottom‐up
dynamics in social affairs has remained somewhat minor.
The EPSR signalled a positive move in this respect, but,
as we noted in the introduction, the EU has not yet fully
realised its commitments under the Pillar. In otherwords,
social investment to some extent potentially entails a
‘Europeanised’ dimension achieved ‘through the back

door’ of economic and fiscal policy coordination under
the European Semester. However, it is vital to emphasise
that our analysis does not directly imply this; it instead
offers a descriptive framework that can serve as a start‐
ing point for unravelling such arguments further. To this
end, causal relationships concerning the magnitude of
pressure exerted by the EU on national governments in
terms of social investment ought to be contemplated in
future research efforts. Such analyses have the capacity
to empirically demonstrate the plausibility and validity of
such arguments. In our future research, we aim to focus
on social investment at the national level and the role of
the EU in it.
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