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ABSTRACT The indicators developed for the open method of co-ordination
(OMCQ) in social inclusion might, according to their authors, serve to establish a
common language for the discussion of social inclusion issues, set the agenda for
inclusion policies, and provide benchmarks for the identification of best practices.
To examine whether ‘learning by numbers’ is taking place, this paper scrutinizes
the use of the indicators in the area of child poverty and exclusion. The discussion
uses a theoretical account of the institutional preconditions for the transmission of
OMC-based learning into the policy processes of member states which distinguishes
between ‘normal policy-making’ and ‘paradigm shifts’. The indicators are designed
to contribute to the advance of knowledge about normal policy-making, but it is
shown that the OMC/inclusion disseminates a new policy paradigm which bears
little relationship to the indicators.

KEY WORDS Benchmarking; indicators; institutional learning; social inclusion.

1. INTRODUCTION

Commentators seeking to characterize the impact of the open method of
co-ordination (OMC) on national policy-making have alighted on the idea of
policy learning to explain how the method might work. It is suggested that
the OMC might facilitate deliberation, develop networks and enable actors to
share good practice and compare results (Trubek and Mosher 2003: 46-7).
The distinctive institutional setting of the OMC may be expected to have an
impact on the process of learning. OMC-structured learning processes in
social fields may constitute a European policy frame which could ‘creat[e] con-
vergence at the level of beliefs on what “the European social model” should be’
(Radaelli 2003: 54). Begg and Berghmann (2002: 192) suggest that the OMC s
both a cognitive and a normative tool, creating a common dynamic of reform
across Europe.

Other commentators emphasize how the OMC has facilitated agreement on
goals while honouring subsidiarity by allowing member states to choose diverse
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methods for achieving those goals. It is argued that, compared with the
traditional Community method, the soft instruments of the open method
enjoy a ‘logic of appropriateness’ by allowing each state to find the best local
solutions to common problems (Wallace 2001: 592). However, the speed
with which the member states have agreed on goals should alert researchers to
a potential limitation of the OMC: the possibility that it will turn out to be a
symbolic process in which declarations about goals are made without mechan-
isms for adopting the instruments necessary to achieve them.

If learning is the key mechanism on which the OMC relies for its effective-
ness, we need to know whether the process is having an impact on the framing of
policy problems and the dissemination of knowledge about policy instruments
in the member states. Jacobsson (2004: 360) has sought to pin down the impact
of the European Employment Strategy (EES) from a learning perspective by
looking for ‘discursive regulatory mechanisms’ including ‘joint language use
(key concepts and discourse); the development of common classifications and
common operationalizations (indicators); the building of a common knowledge
base (including collection and standardization of statistics); [and] the strategic
use of comparisons and evaluations’. She finds examples of how ‘Eurodiscourse’
has pervaded the Swedish national administration, but finds little evidence of
policy transfer. However, Jacobsson resists the inference that the development
of Eurodiscourse might not have much impact on substantive policy, suggesting
instead that ‘symbolic politics is seldom merely symbolic’ (2004: 367).

This paper aims to illuminate the conditions for substantive policy change by
examining how learning through the OMC might become institutionalized, in
the sense of enabling sets of ideas to become embedded in policy-making insti-
tutions. A central contention of this paper is that the institutionalization of ideas
or discourses requires not only agreement about goals but also models which
link instruments to goals; in other words, a policy paradigm in the sense
defined by Hall (1993). While the open method, as applied in the social
field, is said to be structured to enable participants to learn about ‘what
works’ (i.e. how effective instruments are in achieving goals), it is deliberately
eclectic about the choice of instruments. This is seen as a strength by many com-
mentators, because the diversity of welfare models across the member states
blocks application of the Community method. The outcome orientation of
the open method ‘liberates the EU from the devil of detail’ (Borras and
Greve 2004: 332). However, this paper shows that the OMC on social inclusion
does not facilitate learning about policy instruments linked to indicated goals.
This means that member states can declare adherance to common goals
without this having an impact on their policies.

The discussion in this paper focuses on the OMC on social inclusion, and,
specifically, on the use of indicators in the process. Of all the elements in the
OMC, the collection and monitoring of indicators appear to provide mechan-
isms which may propel the member states towards substantive policy adjust-
ments. The indicators on social inclusion were developed by a group headed
by Tony Atkinson, which was commissioned by the Belgian Presidency to
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report to the meeting of the European Council in Lacken in December 2001,
where the initial set of indicators was adopted (Atkinson ez al. 2002a). The
Atkinson group argued that indicator-based evaluation could create peer
pressure for states to improve their performance against the common objectives
(as expressed by the indicators) and serve to identify best practices for states to
borrow (Atkinson ez al. 2004). By agreeing to common objectives or goals, and
exchanging knowledge about the instruments and instrument settings needed to
achieve those goals, the analysis of indicators would draw participants in the
OMC into a common policy paradigm and promote its development and
refinement.

The design of the indicators for social inclusion fits quite well with the ‘redis-
tribution paradigm’ (Uusitalo 1985), in which the goals of social policy are the
reduction of poverty and inequality, and the main instruments are found in the
tax and benefit systems. However, it is shown below that the National Action
Plans (NAPs) submitted by member states do not discuss the relationship
between tax and benefit instrument settings and the attainment of income
distributional goals. There is a ‘disjuncture’ between policies and indicators
(Atkinson 2005: 5). The explanation offered here is that there is a competing
paradigm in EU social policy, which focuses on citizenship and inclusion and
places importance on wide participation in the process of policy-making.
This alternative paradigm is better suited to the opportunities and constraints
of the OMC.

This paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 introduces Hall’s framework for the
institutional analysis of social learning and explains the nature of the social
inclusion indicators in the light of his framework. Section 3 gives an account
of how the indicators might work in the policy process which conforms to
the ideas put forward by their developers. This account rests on a rather techno-
cratic view of the policy process, in which problems are identified and solutions
systematically and rationally considered and implemented. Section 4 applies this
account to one policy field within the OMC on social inclusion. This analysis
serves to highlight the way in which indicators may affect perceptions of
policy problems and contribute to shaping the policy agenda, yet still fail to
have an impact on policy formulation. This is not to say that policies are not
described and shared through the OMC; on the contrary, the member states
co-operatively offer up examples of best practice as the pro forma for the
NAPs requirements. However, the selection of these examples is governed by
its own logic, which is interrogated in section 5. Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. GOALS, INSTRUMENTS AND INDICATORS

The aim of this section is to characterize the steps and potential slips involved in
relating the process of learning to the formation of policy. We can identify these
steps using Hall’s categorization of policy-making as a process involving ‘three
central variables: the overarching goals that guide policy in a particular field,
the techniques or policy instruments used to attain those goals, and the



Downloaded By: [University of Wisconsin Madison] At: 04:05 20 December 2007

D. Mabbett: Social inclusion policies in Europe 81

precise settings of these instruments’ (1993: 278). Hall distinguishes between
first and second order changes in the latter variables, which he designates
‘normal policy-making’, and third order changes, in which the aims of policy
are changed. These more profound changes are accompanied by changes in
the whole framework of ideas about policy; in other words, with a shift in the
policy paradigm. Normal policy-making proceeds within ‘a framework of
ideas and standards that specifies not only the goals of policy and the kind of
instruments that can be used to attain them, but also the very nature of the pro-
blems they are meant to be addressing’ (1993: 279). Third order policy change,
‘by contrast, is likely to reflect a very different process, marked by the radical
changes in the overarching terms of policy discourse associated with a “paradigm
shift” (ibid.).

Using these definitions, we can distinguish between two alternative ways in
which the OMC/inclusion might work. It may be that there is a shared
policy paradigm in European social policy and that the OMC could be
incorporated into learning about ‘what works’ for normal policy-making, i.e.
adjusting instrument settings and adopting new instruments. Alternatively,
the goals agreed in the OMC/inclusion might represent the leading edge of a
new paradigm, bringing a new discourse and new ideas about instruments
and instrument settings as well as goals.

The redistribution paradigm may be seen as a well-established paradigm in
which there is scope for first and second order policy learning. Indicators of
financial poverty and inequality specify the goals, while several techniques for
tax-benefit modelling are available to facilitate learning about policy settings.
In a recent report reviewing the social inclusion process, Atkinson ez al.
(2005: ch 4) explain in detail how ‘model families’ and micro-data-based
approaches can be used for policy analyses focused on the indicators, and
they draw attention to the resources available both within member states and
in cross-national projects for undertaking such analyses.

However, there are obvious political problems with using the OMC/
inclusion to engage in a systematic interrogation of member states’ tax and
benefit policies with a view to benchmarking their performance in reducing
poverty and inequality. Tax and benefit policies remain contentious areas in
the allocation of competences between the national governments of member
states and European-level institutions. As Bea Cantillon (a member of the
original academic group which formulated the indicators) has recently
pointed out, there is a case within the redistribution paradigm for co-ordinating
national tax and benefit policies to prevent fiscal competition and social
dumping (Cantillon 2004). However, such co-ordination is politically highly
sensitive.

This sensitivity is one reason why actors at the European level are drawn to
alternative paradigms in social policy. Indeed, there are institutional reasons
why we would expect the OMC to advance a new paradigm. Policy-makers
may be open to new approaches because they recognize pressing needs for
reform of national welfare states, while also facing entrenched opposition
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within existing policy structures. Hall argues that third order changes in policy
may be accompanied by an opening out of the learning process in which policy
is strongly influenced by non-state actors, whereas the bureaucracy has the
insider knowledge and resources to dominate first and second order policy
changes. Turning the argument around, we can expect that the openness of
the OMC to participation by non-governmental organizations, the involvement
of the Commission and the processes of cross-national exchange all mean that
the OMC will be most influential in promoting third order changes, while
national bureaucracies retain control over normal policy-making. This is con-
sistent with analyses in which the OMC is seen as disturbing the institutional
structure of national policy-making, thereby unblocking domestic obstacles to
reform (Schelkle 2005) and allowing new policies to be introduced which cut
across existing departmental programmes and potentially involve joint action
by different agencies (Atkinson ez al. 2004: 65).

The new ways of thinking about social policy being advanced at the European
level can be characterized in a variety of ways. The emphasis on ‘social policy as a
productive factor’ and the central place given to employment creation in the
Kok Report (European Communities 2004) are examples of discourses which
redefine the goals of social policy. Szyszczak (2001: 1129) outlines some
elements of a ‘new paradigm for social policy’ which is centred on the EES
but also guides the social inclusion process. Building on the idea that employ-
ment should carry with it a ‘core’ of social rights, the paradigm ‘recognizels] a
core of fundamental principles, rights and values associated with notions of
citizenship and an inclusive society’. The citizenship paradigm is connected
with academic discourse on the ‘new sociology of welfare’, which emphasizes
individual autonomy and is critical of the ‘Fordist’ mass production of the
traditional welfare state, favouring instead local, regional and civic initiatives
(Taylor-Gooby 1997). In the context of social exclusion, the focus on citizen-
ship highlights relational, non-material aspects of exclusion alongside material
aspects such as low income (Lister 2004).

The formulation and promotion of policy paradigms at the European level is
influenced by the search for suitable rationales for European action. The citizen-
ship paradigm provides a rationale for co-ordination based on the promotion of
a new style of policy-making, with new forms of multi-tiered governance and
networks encompassing public and private actors (Szyszczak 2001: 1131-2).
The procedures for formulating and deliberating on NAPs fit very well with
this new style. The paradigm also provides a frame in which the task of ‘mod-
ernizing’ social protection systems can be seen as ‘a matter of common concern’.
This rationale for the OMC places low demands on politically sensitive aspects
of co-ordination, compared with the redistribution paradigm.

What are the implications of the citizenship paradigm for the analysis of
social policy based on indicators? The Atkinson group sought to encompass
the full range of current ideas about social inclusion in its selection of indicators.
However, it faced some difficulties in doing this. Income poverty and inequality
measures dominate the indicators: four out of the ten primary indicators are
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income measures (the remainder relate to unemployment, joblessness, regional
differences in labour market conditions, education, life expectancy and health).
The citizenship paradigm tends to emphasize non-material aspects of exclusion
which are inherently difficult to measure. Citizenship discourse also attaches
greater weight to the processes of public policy-making relative to the outcomes
of policies. The Atkinson Report responds to this in suggesting that wide
consultation on the indicators should be undertaken with all actors, but it
remains that the structure of indicator-based analysis assumes that outcomes
are what matters and that distinctions between means and ends should be
made (Atkinson ez al. 2005: 43).

In summary, we can see that the OMC/inclusion might do either of two
things. It might disseminate a new paradigm of social inclusion policy based
on citizenship and rights, or it might promote the development and refinement
of existing national social policies within the redistribution paradigm. The indi-
cators would appear to be geared towards the latter approach: they envisage
learning around first and second order policy issues. However, the institutional
opportunities created by the OMC appear to be better suited to the promotion
of a new paradigm than to the refinement of policies within an existing

paradigm.

3. LEARNING BY NUMBERS

As noted above, the Atkinson group argued that the social inclusion indicators
should be of outcomes, rather than policy inputs or outputs. However, they
envisaged that member states would provide accounts of the relationships
between policy interventions and indicated outcomes in their NAPs. This
would create the basis for learning about first and second order policy issues
within the redistribution paradigm. This section explains how this might
work, while section 4 analyses the NAPs to see whether they do in fact give
accounts of policies which are linked to the indicators.

The ideas of the Atkinson group about what the indicators signify and how
they should be used in the social inclusion process can be summarized with the
aid of the ‘stages heuristic’, the most basic textbook model of the policy process
(Anderson 2000). The stages heuristic is consistent with an orderly policy
process in which problems are solved by rational consideration of alternatives,
and it seems that Atkinson ez 4/ had this type of process in mind, as will be
shown below. The stages model suggests that policies go through stages of
problem recognition, issue definition or agenda-setting, policy formulation
and identification of options, decision-making, implementation and evaluation.
There may also be various ‘feedback loops’ from implementation and evaluation
into the refinement and adaptation of policy. Learning can occur at most stages.
Commentators who emphasize learning at the problem-recognition and issue-
definition stages may highlight cognitive aspects of the policy process, such as
the construction and reconstruction (e.g. through relabelling) of social
problems. The very definition of ‘social exclusion’ as an issue area, and its
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relationship to other constructions such as ‘poverty’, highlights from the outset
the way in which the OMC structures the exchange of information about policy
in this area.

Reference to indicators at the stage of problem recognition may occur simply
through the process of reviewing the indicators and describing what they show.
Since the indicators are based on European definitions, this process of review has
the non-trivial quality that member states are encouraged to view their social
situation in a comparative European perspective. In this light, Atkinson ez 4.
suggest that the indicators establish a common language for the discussion of
social policy issues (Atkinson ez al. 2002b: 8). We can take this idea of a
common language quite literally, because the indicators based on European defi-
nitions are liable to differ in important ways from more familiar national data.
One sign that the European frame is taken seriously would be that national
policy-makers engage in processes of #ranmslation, comparing the indicators
with data based on national definitions. In their review of the social inclusion
process, Atkinson et al. (2005: 44) suggest that using nationally defined indi-
cators in conjunction with the common indicators is desirable in facilitating
analyses linking policies and outcomes, presumably because states have more
knowledge about the linkages between policy settings and nationally defined
indicators.

Moving on in the policy process, Atkinson has also suggested that ‘[i]n arriv-
ing at a set of commonly defined and agreed indicators, the European Union has
made considerable progress in terms of setting the agenda’ (2002: 628). We can
see whether the indicators are used for agenda-setting in the NAPs by examining
whether a state’s identification of its policy priorities bears a connection to any
issues revealed by the review of the indicators. This test is not conclusive: it may
be that national actors are able to frame their established domestic agenda in
European terms, which is not the same as saying that the European frame sets
the agenda. However, even the former process could be significant in creating
scope for policy learning and transfer.

The next potential step in the learning process comes when policies are
formulated. We can conceive of policies being formulated with reference to
the indicators if the NAPs frame their narrative accounts of policy by selecting
targets, specified as desired values for selected indicators, and describing the
intended effects of policies in terms of meeting these targets. Target-setting,
according to Atkinson ez al., should ‘promote awareness of social inclusion
policies and provide a focus for policy-makers’ (2004: 66).

The practice of framing policies with reference to any sort of target (whether a
national or a Laeken indicator) is much more common in some states than in
others (Atkinson ez al. 2005: 50, 155-60). For example, in the UK, ‘Public
Service Agreements’ set targets for numerous policy areas. By contrast, ‘manage-
ment by objectives’ is not an established part of German policy practice (Biichs
and Friedrich 2005: 275). The UK targets are defined in terms which are only
relevant to the specific institutional and programmatic structure of UK public
and social policy, but the Atkinson group argued that it would be desirable to
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set targets framed in terms of the common indicators, as ‘[tlhis would facilitate
mutual learning and exchange of good practices between Member States’
(Atkinson e al. 2004: 68). This argument draws attention to the links
between target-setting and benchmarking, meaning, for current purposes, the
use of indicators to compare a state’s performance with the standards achieved
in other states, or the European average. Benchmarking against other states may
be a method for identifying which states have adopted ‘good’ or ‘best’ practices
and should therefore be learned from (Arrowsmith ez al. 2004: 313). Policy
learning through benchmarking of social policies requires an understanding
of the processes which lead to those outcomes. This calls for a description of
policies and analysis of their effects in the national context (Lundvall and
Tomlinson 2002: 203).

4. THE USE OF INDICATORS IN THE 2003 NAPS

Having identified the different ways in which the indicators might influence the
policy process through various forms of learning, we now turn to examine
whether processes of review, translation, agenda-setting, target-setting and
benchmarking based on the indicators may indeed be found in member
states’ NAPs. The discussion focuses on just one of the numerous policy areas
addressed in the 2003 NAPs: that of child poverty and exclusion. This area
now has a high profile in the social inclusion OMC (Atkinson ez /. 2005:
23). There have been several European research projects comparing child
poverty across the member states and analysing the relationship between
policy settings and poverty outcomes within the redistribution paradigm
(Bradshaw 1999; Matsaganis e# al. 2004; Vleminckx and Smeeding 2001). At
the same time, child poverty can be related to ideas within the citizenship
paradigm about the importance of human capital for self-realization and
social participation (Atkinson e# al. 2005: 23—4).

This section illustrates the different ways in which NAPs use the indicators
with examples drawn from four countries. Sweden is included as a ‘leading’
state in terms of performance on social inclusion indicators. It might also be
expected that the Swedes would make limited use of the OMC as a resource
in their own domestic policy processes, as there is already a long tradition of
domestically generated innovative reform in Sweden. The UK has worse
poverty and exclusion outcomes but may also be expected to resist
‘Europeanization’, although, on the other hand, there would seem to be a
good fit between the outcome orientation of the NAPs and the current
fashion in UK policy-making for setting targets (including child poverty
reduction targets) and monitoring performance. At the other end of the spec-
trum, Spain tends to perform badly on poverty indicators and is also a state
where we might expect to find that policy resources generated at the European
level are tapped for domestic purposes. Finally, Germany lies between all the
poles, with mid-ranking inclusion outcomes, along with some history of
using the European level to promote policy reform but also well-developed
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domestic social policy institutions and relatively entrenched policy-making pro-
cesses and traditions.

The following discussion analyses the contents of each NAP on the subject of
child poverty, sorted, so far as is possible, to correspond to the five headings out-
lined above. Thus review is indicated by the presentation and discussion of the
Lacken indicators, while #ranslation is signalled by the comparison of Lacken
indicators with domestic data. An agenda-setting role for the indicators could
be signalled by reference to the Lacken data in stating policy priorities. Generally
we would expect targets to be closely linked to the way the agenda is set, but
target-setting as part of the policy formulation stage should also involve
putting forward statements outlining how the state proposes to meet its
targets or reflect its priorities in policy. Thus examples of targets set with refer-
ence to child poverty indicators would be accompanied by causal statements
about those determinants of the child poverty rate which can be manipulated
through policy. Finally, the use of indicators in benchmarkingwould be signalled
by the use of the indicators to inform the selection of examples of good practice

in child poverty policy.

Review, translation and agenda-setting

There was considerable variation between the NAPs in their discussion of the
Laeken indicators. Spain reported on the indicators, did not present any ‘com-
peting’ domestic data, and referred to the indicators in the text discussion of
social inclusion problems. For example, the report highlighted that ‘single-
parent families have turned out to be the group with the greatest risk of
poverty, a risk which rises as the number of children increases’ (Spain 2003:
6). This commentary was carried through to some extent into problem
recognition and agenda-setting, although the Spanish poverty agenda was set
in very broad terms.

By contrast, the Swedish report noted that ‘[v]arious indicators may be used
to describe economic vulnerability’ (Sweden 2003: 8) before going on to outline
changes through time in the proportion and composition of the population that
had an income lower than the basic social assistance allowance, ignoring the
Lacken indicator (for which the threshold is 60 per cent of median income).
The UK text also refrained from discussion of the Lacken indicators, noting
that ‘[tlhe Government is developing a measure of child poverty for the long
term’ (UK 2003: 4), with input from an extensive consultation exercise
(DWP 2003).

The discussion of the pattern of poverty by family type in Germany shows
how the Laeken indicators may give a different account of patterns of depri-
vation to that yielded by national data. The Lacken indicator for poverty
requires states to use a particular equivalence scale (the new OECD scale) to
compare families of different size and composition. This scale suggests that
single-person households have a disproportionately high risk of poverty in
Germany, whereas the old scale showed their poverty risk as below average.
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The NAP explains this and notes that “To prevent false assessments and to
complete the picture the old OECD scale will be applied for the tertiary indi-
cators, whose equivalence weights better correspond to the German institutional
circumstances and the political value decisions used as a basis for them’
(Germany 2003: 5, fn.3). Broadly speaking, the current policy agenda in
Germany prioritizes families with children, whereas the Lacken indicators
would point to other priorities."

The German NAP may be said to engage in #ranslation in comparing the
effects of the different equivalence scales used in the Lacken indicators and the
longer established national indicators. Issues about suitable data sources for con-
structing the indicators are also extensively discussed. However, one could not
say that this engagement with the indicators extends to influence over the deter-
mination of policy priorities. The family-oriented reform agenda in Germany
long pre-dates the NAP process. Furthermore, the indicators do not unambigu-
ously support a child-oriented policy, suggesting that the political dynamics of
this direction of reform lie elsewhere (Seeleib-Kaiser 2002).

Similar reservations apply to the way the child poverty agenda has been set in
the UK. As in Germany, this policy priority pre-dates the NAP process. Further-
more, rather than the indicators driving the agenda, it seems that the agenda may
drive the attention given to, and use made of, the indicators. Again, the choice of
equivalence scales highlights the point. In the UK case, it proved to be politically
expedient to shift to the new OECD equivalence scale and abandon the domestic
McClements scale. The McClements scale treats older children as more expens-
ive than younger children, reflecting its development in an era when the cost of
childcare could be discounted, as the opportunity cost of women’s time was
assumed to be low. Government measures in recent years have increasingly
recognized the high cost of care of young children (Brewer ez /. 2002). The
OECD scale therefore gave a more favourable account of the impact of recent
government measures on child poverty than the McClements scale (for details

of how the target is defined, see HM Treasury 2003).

Target-setting and benchmarking

First in the list of primary indicators for social inclusion is the ‘at risk of poverty’
rate, and all states have access to breakdowns of this rate which include compar-
able child poverty rates (Commission and Council 2004: fig. 5). It would there-
fore be possible for states to set child poverty reduction targets in terms of this
indicator. Spain sets a general poverty target in terms of the Laeken indicator
(‘to reduce the number of people with a level of income below 60 per cent of
the average income level by 2 per cent throughout the duration of the Plan’
(Spain 2003: 12)). The UK’s child poverty target is defined using three different
measures, one of which is the Laeken indicator.

Of the other countries, Germany does not set targets, while Sweden sets
different targets. The Swedish poverty agenda is set by reference to social assis-
tance dependency, rather than the Lacken poverty line (Sweden 2003: 15; there
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is however a vaguer reference to a Laeken poverty target on p. 21). The impli-
cation is that, in Sweden, the number of people on social assistance has more
political salience than the number of people at risk of poverty on the EU defi-
nition. The Laeken poverty standard is conventional: in other words, it has been
adopted for the sake of having a standard, rather than because 60 per cent really
represents a particularly important level of income. By contrast, the social assist-
ance threshold reflects the state’s political stance in setting the critical level of
income which leads to intervention, and is therefore highly salient.”

The Swedish approach forgoes the possibility of driving forward a domestic
reform agenda by reference to international comparisons. If all states reported
on poverty according to their own social assistance thresholds, there would be
no scope for a comparative evaluation of the adequacy of social assistance.
Evaluation according to an internationally comparable threshold creates the
possibility of challenging existing understandings and raising issues which are
suppressed within national policy frameworks. However, if the comparative
data do not have some domestic political salience, they will merely be seen as
less relevant.

Spain shows more willingness than the northern states to refer to the indi-
cators in setting out its social inclusion agenda. Why this difference between
North and South? One explanation is that EU financial support for social
policy initiatives is much more significant for Spain than for the northern
states (Guillen and Alvarez 2004). This serves to make those involved in prepar-
ing the NAPs more responsive to EU-oriented agenda-setting; however, it is an
open question whether these agendas have wider political salience.

As the discussion in section 3 highlighted, the use of targets as a mechanism
for galvanizing policy-making should involve describing the intended effects of
policies in terms of meeting the targets. The German report draws attention to
improvements in the financial position of families with children which will be
achieved through tax reform (Germany 2003: 30), while the Spanish NAP
outlines programmes for ‘families in a situation of social difficulty’ and
single-parent families (Spain 2003: 10). Neither, however, ventures to state
how these measures are expected to affect the out-turn on any indicators, or
contribute to meeting any target. Atkinson ez /. (2005: 80) suggest that this
is a general feature of the NAPs.

Finally we turn to the idea of benchmarking, where policies suitable for
borrowing are identified by comparing states’ success in achieving targeted
values for the indicators. All the member states present examples of ‘best prac-
tice’ (now more often referred to as ‘good practice’) in their NAPs, but there
were no examples in the NAPs reviewed of the use of the indicators to
inform the choice of examples of best practice. The most consistent character-
istic of the examples that states put forward is the use of ‘innovative’ governance
arrangements, particularly involving subnational governments and community
groups. The UK’s examples illustrate partnership with the voluntary sector and
‘engaging local communities’ as well as an initiative from the devolved
Scottish administration. Spain also reports on projects delivered by autonomous
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foundations in partnership with the municipalities. Examples of good practice
in the German NAP include an intergovernmental programme on ‘districts
with a special need for development’ and a local programme for unemployed
social assistance recipients, and Sweden includes local development agreements
and local co-operation projects involving the voluntary sector.

More generally, it is striking that the NAPs do not present a rich array of
alternative policies reflecting the diversity of national conditions. All the
NAPs on social inclusion tend to present policies from a common menu.
They propose to promote a more inclusive labour market through improved
provision of education and training; they favour lifelong learning, the pro-
motion of the social economy and/or the regularization of informal work,
and the reconciliation of work and family life. The menu for vulnerable
groups comprises immigrants, disabled people, women and children, homeless
people, ex-prisoners, and people with drug and alcohol addiction problems. Not
all states mention all the same groups in the same order, but there is a strong
sense that accounts of domestic policy have been tailored to fit the menu.
There is also a preference for selecting measures which fit within EU action pro-
grammes, such as the EQUAL community initiative. A feature of these policies
is that it is difficult to frame their outcomes with reference to the indicators.
Very often, the categories of people targeted are too small to have a discernible
impact on the indicators.

Table 1 summarizes the findings of this section. The NAPs examined here do
engage in a fairly systematic review of the Lacken indicators and also in some
translation between national statistics and European statistics. This is broadly
consistent with some ‘Europeanization’ of the way in which social policy pro-
blems are recognized and framed. In some states, this process of recognition
filters through to the social policy agenda, although the degree to which this
is an ex ante process rather than an ex post facto reformulation of national
agendas in European terms is open to question. However, as the discussion in
section 2 suggested, the limitations of the indicators become apparent in the
lack of linkages between the policies under discussion and the indicated out-
comes. Targets were sometimes set, but descriptions of policies linked to
targets were lacking, and there were no examples in the NAPs reviewed of the
use of benchmarking to select examples of best practice.

5. AN ALTERNATIVE POLICY PARADIGM?

The previous section showed that the social inclusion indicators do not inform
the selection of best practices and other aspects of policy transfer, yet the NAPs
do put forward information about policies. This section looks for the basis on
which these policies are selected. It is shown that the selection of policies is
informed by a set of goals (the Common Objectives) which are independent
of the indicators. These goals are supported by a distinctive package of instru-
ments which locate the policy approach within the citizenship paradigm of
social policy outlined in section 2.
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Table 1 Use of indicators in the policy process

Use of indicators Sweden United Kingdom Spain Germany
Review, problem Presents Presents Reviews and Reviews and
recognition Laeken Laeken discusses discusses
shaped by indicators indicatorsbut  Laeken Laeken
indicators but does not  does not indicators indicators
discuss in discuss in
text text
Translation No translation, No translation, No translation, Discussion of
between mainly mix of common impact of
common national indicators indicators different
indicators and definitions used used equivalence
national used scales

definitions
Agenda-setting, Not apparent Policy priority  Some problem Policy priority
defining policy pre-dates formulation pre-dates
priorities NAP process and agenda- NAP process
setting based
on review of

indicators
Target-setting Target set Three General poverty No poverty
and selection using definitions for  target in targets

national child poverty terms of the
definition target of Laeken

which one is indicator

the Laeken

indicator

Benchmarking, No reference  No reference No reference No reference
identification of to indicators to indicators to indicators to indicators
best practices

The proximate reason why states do not present accounts of policies which
are linked to the indicators is that the drafters of NAPs comply with the
Council’s guidelines, which call for an account of policy measures structured
around Objectives 1—3 adopted by the Nice European Council, i.e:

(1) to facilitate participation in employment and access by all to resources,
rights, goods and services;

(2) to prevent the risks of exclusion;

(3) to help the most vulnerable.

It is noticeable that these objectives do not have any explicit relationship to the
indicators. Thus it would seem that the OMC/inclusion has two sets of objec-
tives or goals: outcomes defined by the indicators and policy orientations
defined by the Common Objectives.
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We can get some insight into how the indicators and the Common Objec-
tives coexist from the Joint Report, drafted by the Commission and agreed by
the Council (Commission and Council 2004). The account of the role of indi-
cators offered by the Atkinson group drew attention to their potential use in the
Joint Report. They argued that the Joint Report should evaluate member states’
performance against the indicators and identify examples of best practice,
thereby constituting a driving force for improving performance by the
member states and achieving a high level of social inclusion across the Union
(Atkinson et al. 2004: 49).

As with the NAPs, we can examine the Joint Report for different types of refer-
ence to the indicators. The Report opens with a pan-European review
accompanied by a statistical appendix reporting on the primary and secondary
indicators. In this respect, the indicators support a similar review process to
that found in many of the NAPs. However, the indicators are not used for
agenda-setting or policy framing in the area of child poverty in the Joint
Report. For example, the discussion of ‘key trends and emerging challenges’
gives child poverty as one of six key priorities. However, the priority is not out-
lined with reference to the indicator, and the wording implies that appropriate
measures might be targeted to those children at greatest risk of social exclusion
(e.g. those not in education, or under state protection), rather than children in
poor households generally. The focus on the children at greatest risk is taken
up in Chapter 7 of the report, on ‘helping the most vulnerable’ (one of the
Common Objectives). The section begins with a discussion of children’s
rights, and draws attention to the limited involvement of children in the pre-
paration of the NAPs. It then goes on to criticize states for focusing on the
headline child poverty indicator rather than going beyond the Lacken indicators
and offering a broader based picture of deprivation (Commission and Council
2004: 103). In other words, the Commission, rather than undertaking an evalu-
ation by reference to the Lacken indicators, implicitly criticizes the indicators as a
basis for evaluation and proposes the Common Objectives as an alternative basis.

It is not hard to see why the Commission prefers to frame its evaluation in
terms of a citizenship- and rights-based paradigm for promoting social
inclusion, if we take seriously the political sensitivity of tax and benefit
policy. Streeck (1996) observed that EU social policy has thrived in the inter-
stices of national social policy, rather than engaging head-on with member
states’ main social policy institutions and practices. The citizenship paradigm
is well suited to this non-confrontational strategy. It fits with the adoption of
‘innovative’ schemes, i.e. a new set of instruments which lie outside existing
social policies. Very similar approaches can be adopted across countries, with
limited engagement with each country’s specific national institutions and
social context. It would seem that the ‘logic of appropriateness’ of the OMC
is not reflected in the presentation of a wide range of social inclusion policies
which can be learned from. As noted above, the NAPs do not present a rich
array of alternative policies reflecting the diversity of national conditions;
instead, all the NAPs tend to present policies from a common menu.
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6. CONCLUSION

This paper has sought to establish the nature of the learning processes that might
be generated by the OMC in the field of social inclusion. By focusing on the use
which is made of the indicators, it is possible to distinguish different levels of
learning involving different orders of policy change. Much of the discussion
about the indicators suggests that they might facilitate a technocratic process of
first and second order refinement of policy instruments and settings. However,
the analysis of NAPs shows that they do not do this. Member states do not
spell out the tax and benefit policies which play a central role in determining
poverty and inequality. Instead, the states offer up for scrutiny at the European
level a different set of policies which relate to an alternative policy paradigm.

One perspective on this situation is that, for reasons of subsidiarity, the
agreed indicators have to be confined to outcomes, but in the future it may
be possible for member states to develop accounts of tax and benefit policies
which are related to those outcomes. Currently they do not do this, but this
could change with the aid of further efforts to develop the necessary technical
capacity. This is the view taken by Atkinson ez /. (2005). While quite techno-
cratic in orientation, their position does recognize the political sensitivities
involved, notably in rejecting the idea of ‘naming and shaming’ based on per-
formance against the indicators (2005:139).

Another perspective is that the OMC/inclusion is successful in disseminating
policies related to the new citizenship paradigm of welfare. This paradigm is
more firmly established at the European than the national level, partly because
it suits the institutional opportunities of the European level very well. The
OMC/inclusion could be seen as providing a mechanism whereby national insti-
tutions are drawn into the citizenship paradigm, deepening its penetration into
national policy-making. A number of accounts of the OMC implicitly take this
view, particularly in emphasizing the role of the method in widening partici-
pation in the policy process (de la Porte and Pochet 2005). Insofar as any learn-
ing is entailed in this process, it is at the level of third order paradigm shifting.

The indicators are incidental to the citizenship paradigm, which does not
share the outcome orientation and means—ends distinction that characterizes
the indicators. If we expect long-established sensitivities about subsidiarity to
be perpetuated within the OMC, then it follows that the indicators will
remain peripheral to the process. Conversely, development of the use of the
indicators in policy analysis would signal that the OMC can contribute to the
promotion of first and second order cross-national learning within core areas
of normal social policy-making.
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NOTES

1 Atkinson ez al. (2005: 49, 75 and 117-18) note that the analysis of child poverty is
sensitive to equivalence scales, and discuss the German case as well as other examples.

2 Similar points are made by Atkinson et al. (2005: 82), discussing the use of the
national minimum income standard in the Dutch NAP.
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