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“In defining and implementing its policies and activities, the 
Union shall take into account  requirements linked to the 
promotion of a high level of employment, the guarantee of 

adequate social protection, the fight against social exclusion, 
and a high level of education, training and protection of 

human health.” 
  

Treaty on the Functioning of  the European Union (Article 9)

Introduction

Since the 1970s, the role of  the European Union in social affairs 
has consistently, but cautiously, been expanded. While it was 
widely accepted in the early decades of  the EC/EU that social 
policy was secondary to the Union’s economic objectives, the 
achievements of  the Social Action Programme in the 1970s, and 
the arrival of  Jacques Delors in the mid-1980s as Commission 
President, moved the social dimension up the Brussels agenda 
and introduced the concept of  a European Social Model.

However, the need to highlight the economic background 
to social policy initiatives continued to apply, with major 
initiatives such as the 1989 Social Charter, the 1995 Medium-
Term Social Action Programme, the 2000 Lisbon Agenda 
and the Europe 2020 Strategy justified on these grounds. 
Increasingly, the argument was advanced that economic progress 
and a high level of  social protection were interdependent.

The 2008 global financial crisis saw a retreat into national, 
even nationalist, policies and produced a range of  austerity 
measures designed to reduce deficits and debt. The severity of  
these policies and the attitudes underpinning them led some, 
including the President of  the European Central Bank, to 
conclude that the concept of  a European social model was dead.
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The EU Commission rejected that opinion, arguing that 
Europe’s approach to social cohesion has always been linked 
to economic prosperity and insisting that welfare must be 
built on the wealth produced in Europe. There was no 
golden age before the crisis and the concept of  the European 
social model has always been part reality, and part an ideal. 

At the outset of  the new Commission mandate in 2014, 
President Jean-Claude Juncker wrote and spoke about the social 
dimension of  European integration, commenting memorably 
that “it is not compatible with the social market economy that 
during a crisis, ship-owners and speculators become even richer, 
while pensioners can no longer support themselves.” He argued 
that development of  the EU internal market cannot be valued 
more highly than social provisions, which would otherwise 
just be minimum standards and that the internal market does 
not automatically have priority; “social factors must also play 
a role in Europe.”  He further made the point that “the social 
market economy can only work if  there is social dialogue….it 
must be resumed at national and especially at European level.” 

EU Social Summit, Gothenburg,  
17 November 2017

Eight months on from the 60th anniversary celebrations of  the 
Treaty of  Rome, the EU Social Summit for Fair Jobs and Growth 
took place in Gothenburg on 17 November 2017. In the words of  
its Concluding Report, “the Summit constituted an extraordinary 
opportunity for leaders and stakeholders to discuss topics that 
touch on the everyday lives of  citizens. As such, it contributed to 
the debate on the future of  the EU, which was initiated at the 
Bratislava Summit and shaped by the European Commission’s 
White Paper and the five subsequent reflection papers, notably the 
paper on Europe’s social dimension, presented earlier this year.”

In this paper, which is part of the Future of the EU27 Project, 
IIEA Senior Fellow Tony Brown examines two key questions 
for European social policy: “What challenges should our 
countries tackle together?” and “What added value can EU level 
instruments provide in this struggle?”
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At the Social Summit, the European Pillar of  Social Rights was 
formally proclaimed by the Union’s institutions– reflecting the 
shared responsibility of  governments, social partners and civil 
society to deliver a strong social Europe and sending a strong 
message of  political commitment. The Pillar expresses principles 
and rights that are essential for fair and well-functioning labour 
markets and welfare systems in 21st century Europe.  

In his opening speech, the Commission President, Jean-Claude 
Juncker, provided the pointed reminder that the first European 
Social Summit had taken place in 1997, which he had chaired as 
Prime Minister of  Luxembourg, and had adopted the conclusion 
that there should be an annual employment and social summit. 
The 2017 summit, however, was only the second one to have been 
organised since the initial gathering in 1997. 

The Swedish Prime Minister, Stefan Lofven, commented that 
“the European Union is nothing more and nothing less than our 
people. Addressing issues such as inequality, unemployment and 
unfair practices is not only morally right. It is also the smart thing 
to do.”   The summit’s purpose was described by Taoiseach Leo 
Varadkar as “really putting fire back into the engine of  social 
cohesion in the European Union” and about rebranding and 
bringing the Union closer to citizens’ preoccupations after a period 
of  growing popular disenchantment and insisting that the union is 
not a neoliberal club.

Ahead of  the Summit, the grouping of  EU-level social partners, led 
by Business Europe and the European Trade Union Confederation, 
agreed a joint statement on their contribution to achieving good 
jobs and sustainable growth in the future. Their deliberations 
demonstrated much common ground on the need for a strong and 
tangible social dimension of  the European Union, with the agreed 
statement asserting that:

“Europe is one of the best places to live, work and do business in the 
world because our social market economies combine free markets, 

private initiative, economic freedoms, free movement of people and 
welfare states designed to deliver social rights and public services. 
Nevertheless, Europe is still faced with many economic, social and 
political challenges: insufficient competitiveness and employment 
creation, inequalities, migration, security issues, and the need to 
redefine EU-UK relations. These challenges require ambitious 

European solutions.”

The Summit report listed a number of  priority actions to be taken 
forward:

•  implementing the principles and rights set out in the   
 European Pillar of  Social Rights; 

•  facilitating a well-functioning social dialogue at all levels,  
 including the EU level; 

•  making progress on pending social files at EU level,   
 including on posting of  workers;

•  examining initiatives announced by the Commission in   
its Work Programme for 2018; 

•  following up on the EU Action Plan 2018–2019 on   
 tackling the gender pay gap.

The Gothenburg Summit was a first milestone in the debate on 
the future of  Europe on the road to the forthcoming meeting of  
EU Leaders in Sibiu on 9 May 2019. Participants looked forward 
to the continued efforts of  the Estonian, Bulgarian and Austrian 
Presidencies to continue the work on the social dimension of  
Europe as part of  the 18-month Programme of  the Council of  
the European Union (July 2017 – December 2018), as well as to 
the further work of  the European Parliament in this field ahead of  
the European elections in spring 2019.

The European Council’s committment to pursue the social policy 
elements of  the Commission work programme, will be revisited 
at informal meetings within the Leaders’ Agenda proposed by 
President Donald Tusk, on 22-23 March 2018 and then on 28-29 
June 2018 to ensure appropriate follow-up.

European Commission Papers on the 
Social Dimension

On 26 April 2017, the European Commission published a set 
of  papers on the general theme of  Social Europe as outlined 
in the White Paper on the Future of  Europe, which highlights 
the importance of  the social dimension of  the project of  
integration in which Europeans “have forged life-long bonds with 
other European and can travel, study and work across national 
borders…” and “where equality is not just spoken about but 
continues to be fought for.” 
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The Reflection Paper on the Social 
Dimension of Europe 

The Reflection Paper is organised under five headings: Europe’s 
Social Dimension; Today’s Social Realities; Drivers of  Change by 
2025; A Possible Way Forward for the EU27; Moving the Debate 
Forward and is intended to build a consensus around the ideas  on 
the  Social Dimension of  Europe presented in the reflection paper, 
via active participation of  national parliaments, social partners and 
citizens.

The paper raises important questions on the ways that today’s 
societies are organised, and on the challenges of  sustaining living 
standards, generating more and better jobs, especially for young 
people through equipping them with relevant skills. It points to 
differing opinions on the meaning of  ‘Social Europe’. For some 
it is an empty expression since the EU is perceived as the vehicle 
of  commercial interest and facilitates ‘social dumping’.  Others 
see social issues as matters of  exclusive national competence. For 
others still, “‘social Europe’ is core to the EU’s contribution to 
democratic, cohesive, culturally diverse and prosperous societies.”

The paper argues that Europe has always meant convergence 
towards higher living standards, achieved through the internal 
market and supportive EU funds. Convergence produces social 
cohesion and stability, reduces concerns of  ‘social dumping’ and 
pressures for economic migration. In recent years, following the 
2008 crisis, convergence has slowed down considerably and progress 
has been uneven across regions and parts of  society. Across the 
EU the younger generation has been particularly affected, with an 
unemployment rate of  18% at the end of  2016. The paper further 
tackles the divergences between countries and regions and discusses  

the realities of  population change, new ways of  living and a new 
world of  work in light of  technology, globalisation and new social 
risks.

It does so by setting out three possible options, for the future, 
which reflect the key elements of  public debate and, specifically, 
the scenarios elaborated in the Commission White Paper on the 
Future of  Europe:

Limiting the social dimension to free movement: The EU would 
keep rules to promote cross-border movements of  people, such as 
rules on social security. There would no longer be EU minimum 
standards on, for instance, health and safety for workers. The EU 
would no longer foster exchanges of  best practice and programmes 
co-funded by EU money would have to be discontinued or funded 
nationally. 

Those who want to do more in the social field do more: different 
groups of  countries could decide to do more together in the social 
field. These could be the countries sharing the Euro as a single 
currency, in order to preserve the strength and stability of  the euro 
area and to avoid abrupt adjustments in the living standards of  
its citizens, or any other possible configuration of  participating 
countries that could focus on other issues. 

The EU27 deepens the social dimension of Europe together: 
while much action in the social field would remain with national 
and local authorities, the EU would find ways to support Member 
State action, using all instruments in its toolbox. Legislation would 
not only set minimum standards but, in selected areas, could fully 
harmonise citizens’ rights across the EU, with the aim of  focusing 
on convergence in social outcomes.

In its concluding chapter, the Reflection Paper addresses the 
gap “between alleged ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of  economic and 
technological change which may bring about new patterns of  
inequality “with a persistent risk of  poverty coinciding with new 
forms of  exclusion.”  Tackling that reality is seen as a matter 
of  social justice and social cohesion.  “This is just as much an 
economic imperative.  A well-functioning, confident and buoyant 
society that invests in its human capital and creates opportunities 
for individuals….is essential to sustain economic growth, labour 
market participation and living standards and to combat social 
risks.”   It is also recognised as a political requirement since “building 
confidence and  and trust is essential for progress, modernisation 
and openness to change.” In the face of  that reality, the Commission 
commits itself  to continue to deliver on Social Europe in line with 
its Political Guidelines and the Commission Work Programme

The papers were:

• Commission Reflection Paper on the Social Dimension 
of  Europe;

• Commission Recommendation on 26.4.2017 on the 
European Pillar of  Social Rights;

• Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of  the 
Regions:Establishing a European Pillar of  Social Rights; 
and

• Proposal for an Interinstitutional Proclamation on the 
European Pillar of  Social Rights
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and to do so by “deepening and broadening that discussion with 
citizens, social partners, other EU institutions and EU 27 leaders.”  

Two Key Questions for Europe’s citizens

The Reflection Paper was intended to set the stage for a debate 
which should essentially clarify two open questions: 

What challenges should our countries tackle together? 

What added value can EU level instruments provide in this 
struggle?  

It further argued that the discussion should take  account the fact 
that social considerations are not limited to areas of  ‘classical’ social 
policy.  The Commission expressed the hope that the reflection 
papers would prepare the way for a full and open discussion of  
where our societies want to go and how Europe can help them 
get there.

European Pillar of Social Rights

As it presented the Reflection Paper the Commission published 
a Communication on the European Pillar of  Social Rights which 
highlights the principle that economic development should 
result in greater social progress and cohesion and that social 
policy should also be seen as a productive factor, which reduces 
inequality, maximises job creation and allows Europe’s human 
capital to thrive.

The outline of  the Pillar centred on a range of  principles selected 
for both their economic and social importance for the performance 
of  participating Member States.  It was structured around three 
main headings: 

• Equal opportunities and access to the labour 
market, including skills development and life-
long learning and active support for employment;  

• Fair working conditions, to set an adequate and reliable 
balance of  rights and obligations between workers and 
employers, to facilitate job creation and to promote social 
dialogue; and

• Adequate and sustainable social protection, as well as 
access to high quality essential services, including childcare, 
healthcare and long-term care, to ensure dignified living 
and protection against risks, and to enable individuals to 
participate fully in employment and more generally in society. 

Once established, it was argued that the Pillar should become 
a reference framework to screen the employment and social 
performance of  participating Member States, to drive reforms 
at national level and, more specifically, to serve as a compass for 
renewed convergence within the euro area. The Pillar was formally 
adopted at the Gothenburg Social Summit.

A consultation process was set up which centred on a series of  
national events bringing together representatives of  national 
administrations, public bodies, sectoral organisations, employers 
organisations, trade unions, think tanks, NGOs and activist groups. 
The Commission entered into dialogue with relevant EU level 
bodies.

Consultation in Ireland

The Commission report on the consultation in Ireland – a 
formal seminar held at the Commission Representation on 22 
June 2016 - indicated that 30 high-level stakeholders participated 
in the exercise, including representatives of  four key ministries 
in the Irish government (Department of  Social Protection, 
the Taoiseach’s Office, Department of  Jobs, Enterprise and 
Innovation, and the Department of  Health).   The Pillar initiative 
was broadly welcomed, with the focus on childcare and housing 
welcome, as these are significant in Ireland.  There was scepticism 
among unions and some NGOs about the seriousness of  the 
exercise with some identifying a perceived imbalance between the 
economic and financial agenda of  the Commission and the social 
and environmental agenda. 

In November 2016, the Irish Government published its Response 
to the Commission Consultation, in which it recognised the 
Pillar as an opportunity to examine and re-evaluate the current 
social and employment EU acquis while looking ahead to the 
regulatory frameworks we will need for the future world of  work. 
It commented that “the Commission has endeavoured to sketch 
out a comprehensive package of  principles to bring a strategic 
focus to the talk.”   In preparing the Response, the Government 
consulted 179 Irish-based stakeholders and thirteen Government 
Departments contributed to the exercise.

The Government identified challenges in giving reality to the Pillar.  
Initially, it argued that “there are not, nor should there be, any social 
rights peculiar to the Euro Area alone that do not apply to the 
European Union as a whole.” It further argued that many of  the 
policy levers of  the Pillar will remain the prerogative of  Member 
States and may entail significant extra financial expenditure.
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“While respecting the principles of  subsidiarity and the limits of  
EU competencies, the Commission, working with the Member 
States, will need to adopt a highly differentiated approach to 
implementation using a variety of  ‘soft law’ options such as 
the Open Method of  Coordination, guidelines, benchmarking, 
peer review etc. where no ‘hard law’ competency exists.”

The Government welcomed the focus on well-established areas 
of  EU cooperation such as social dialogue, health and safety and 
equal opportunities. It also welcomed the inclusion of  elements – 
such as skills, education and conditions of  employment - which, 
nonetheless, involved ambiguities and tended to stray beyond EU 
competence, and called on the Commission for further clarification 
and refocusing.   It pointed to the inclusion of  a number of  elements 
firmly under national competence, reflecting “the Commission’s 
ambitious reach for the EU Pillar” and argued that while the 
Commission’s aims were “more often than not admirable…
the Commission will continue to be severely constrained in its 
influence in these areas.” The Government expressed concern 
about “the absence of  any consideration by the Commission of  
the financial burden involved” and called for a more holistic view 
of  the financial and other impacts of  implementing the Pillar.

The Government concluded that “the highly complex inter-
relationship between the EU and Member States is likely to 
continue in the area of  social policy in the absence of  substantial 
Treaty revisions.” It welcomed “the opportunity provided by the 
European Commission to discuss and examine the direction of  
EU social policy at a critical time both for the European Union 
and social and employment policies in an evolving labour market.”
    

Implications for Ireland
The central element of  the European Commission’s Reflection Paper 
relates to the three possible options for the future, detailed earlier 
in this paper and linked to the main elements of  public and political 
discourse.  They directly arise from the widely-debated scenarios 
elaborated in the Commission White Paper on the Future of  Europe:   

Under the first scenario of  limiting the social dimension to 
free movement, the EU would keep rules to promote cross-
border movements of  people, such as rules on social security 
but there would no longer be EU minimum standards in many 
areas and an end to EU support of  exchange programmes. 

While the EU’s competence in social issues is recognised 
as limited by the Treaties, the positive development of  the 
Internal Market requires action across a range of  policy areas.  
From an Irish viewpoint, this option is not compatible 
with Irish social policy. The Governemnt Response to 
the Pillar proposals indicates that the 2016 Programme 
for a Partnership Government included a commitment to 
the broad theme of  ‘Creating a Social Economy’ so that 
“Ireland is already engaged and receptive to the Commission’s 
initiative and its goal of  a fairer and more just Social Europe.”  

The second scenario, proposing that those who want to do more 
in the social field doing more, would see different groups of  
countries deciding to do more together in the social field.  Such 
cooperation could become a launch pad for innovation in policy 
and practice and could be extended to all Member States over time.  

However, it could lead to variations in rights derived from EU law, 
to increased complexity in decision making and to a certain lack of  
transparency.  Ireland’s stated opposition to any rights peculiar to the 
Euro Area alone that do not apply to the EU as a whole leads to the 
conclusion that the second option is problematic.  The Response 
to the Pillar argues that “the concept of  creating or enforcing social 
rights in some EU Member States and not in others is fraught 
with difficulties and contrary to the spirit of  the Treaties…”    

The third scenario of  the EU27 collectively deepening the social 
dimension of  Europe will continue to be severely constrained by 
the fact that a great deal of  action in the social field would remain 
under national competence.  For this option to be effective, the 
EU would have to find ways to support Member State action, using 
instruments such a benchmarks and good practice guidelines, 
with the aim of  focusing on convergence in social outcomes.   

The Irish Government has indicated its view that European social 
rights should be expressed as a set of  principles at a high level 
while leaving matters of  detail and modes of  achievement to be 
determined by means of  EU ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ law instruments or to 
Member States in line with the current division of  competences.

Thus, a fourth option could be considered compatible with the 
Irish Government’s view of the social dimension, which would 
in effect represent a ‘no change’ situation.
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Conclusion

The Commission papers highlight the importance of  the social 
dimension at a challenging time for the EU. This sentiment is also 
reflected in the ‘Five Presidents’ report, in which the Eurogroup 
set out the elements needed to complete Europe’s Economic and 
Monetary Union.  They argued that, in facing up to the economic 
and social implications of  the crisis, “Europe’s ambition should be 
to earn a ‘Social Triple A.’ The report stressed the fundamental point 
that unemployment, especially long term unemployment, is one of  
the main reasons for inequality and social exclusion and emphasised 
that every citizen must have access to adequate education, effective 
social protection and health systems. It concluded that “a complete 
EMU is not an end in itself.  It is a means to create a better and 
fairer life for all citizens, to prepare the Union for future global 
challenges and to enable each of  its members to prosper”. It is 
important that as the major debates on the fiscal, economic and 
political shape of  the Union intensify following Brexit, voices 
calling for a genuine European social model are heard and given 
space to develop ideas and initiatives which are appropriate to 
current realities but which are firmly based on the principles and 
values of  the project of  Monnet, Schuman, Brandt and Delors. 
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From Messina to Gothenburg: seminal moments in Social Policy

The Treaty establishes the EU as a 
Union of Values and Rights. Article 
2 sets out the EU’s values in terms 
which give positive expression to: 
human dignity, equality, respect 
for human rights, respect for 
minorities, non-discrimination, 
tolerance, justice, solidarity and 
equality between women and 
men. It also includes Article 9, 
known as the Social Clause.

their efforts the constant improvement 
of the living and working conditions of 
their peoples.” The Treaty’s Title III,  
contains six Articles on social policy 
issues and a establishes the 
European Social Fund.

The Messina Declaration
1955

The Treaty of Rome
1957

The Paris Summit
1972

The EEC Social Action Programme
1973

The programme contained more than 
20 proposals including major initiatives 
on equality between men and women 
in the workplace, health and safety at 
work, social integration for persons 
with disabilities and migrant workers, 
employment policy and a better 
focused role for the European Social 
Fund. It was formally approved in 
1974.

The Maastricht Treaty
1993

The Treaty proposed a 
constitutional role for social 
partners in the community 
legislative process It 

areas of social policy while 
retaining unanimity for the 
most sensitive policies. 

Following a period of consultation, the 
Commission published a White Paper which 
set out a framework for action, aimed to 
consolidate and build on the achievements of 
the past, in respect of labour law, health and 
safety, free movement and equal treatment 
between men and women.

The Lisbon Strategy
2000

The strategy set out to 
modernise the EU 
economic and social 
model and agreed a 
strategy to make a decisive 
impact on the eradication 
of poverty by 2010. 

The Lisbon Treaty
2009

The document upon which the founding 
treaties of the EC were based asserted the 
intention to develop common institutions, 
progressively fuse the national economies, 
create a common market and gradually 
harmonise social policies.  

A far-reaching declaration designed to 
set out the policy parameters of the 
EC, including a detailed section on 
Social Policy in which: “The heads of 
state or of government emphasised 
that they attached as much 
importance to vigorous action in the 

the economic and monetary union”.

EU leaders meet to discuss the 

Social Dimension. The European 
Pillar of Social Rights was formally 
proclaimed and a commitment was 
made to facilitate a well-functioning 
social dialogue at all levels.      

The Gothenburg Summit

The White Paper on Social Policy
1994

2017
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