Economic Stability and Social Cohesion
Summaries of papers for the Madrid Conference

Yaakov Kop

Madrid, December 2007

We are now at the end of a two-day workshop which brought together a set of issues related to the interaction between social and economic policies. All of the papers presented dealt with aspects along the continuum of what we know of as social policy: they ranged from definitions of the social/societal aspect of policy; to the analysis  of outcomes of social policy on subpopulations, across policies, and in European countries; observations of policy in times of rapid economic change; social development’s  interconnectedness to economic reality; as well as outcomes and methods of evaluating social policy which naturally led back to reformulations of social policy. The common thread of the papers was that social policy can and should be a key element in steering and strengthening economic performance in the future. Let me exemplify it with some references from the various presentations.

Miguel Angel Cabra de Luna welcomed the forum with an introduction to the issue of the interconnectedness of economic stability and social cohesion. Europe has enjoyed impressive economic stability of late; falling unemployment rates are a proxy for economic stability and the signs in Europe are generally good. More young people are working, more women are working; total employment is increasing steadily. While the picture of economic stability is positive the same policies have not necessarily dealt with issues of social cohesion. “Policy makers have been mainly focusing on economic parameters and indicators and not really increasing at the same time their efforts towards active social policies.” For instance, the focus on job creation should focus on more than just a statistical reduction of unemployment. It should address the issue of “quality of work, performed by a well-trained, efficient, socially protected and satisfied workforce.” Miguel felt that the EU needs to mainstream social cohesion considerations into all relevant EU policies and initiatives. Hopefully, politicians at all levels will get the same message: social cohesion is not a matter of altruism or social justice. It has clear economic advantages.
Seija Ilmakunnas and Yaakov Kop looked at the interrelation of the social and economic on a macro-national level with examples from Finland and Israel. The economic and social situation in both countries went within a short period of time through cycles of good times, bad times, and good times again. The paper described the stunning fall of the Finnish economy and the equally stunning recovery. With a relatively large welfare state, the unavoidable cuts in public expenditure affected outlays on social expenditure. The ability of the welfare state to cushion the harmful effects was put to the test. While the social welfare system performed well during these darker years and prevented large poverty gaps from developing, there can be no doubt that the “dramatic deterioration in public finances became a factor that changed the prerequisites for the social policy in a profound way with a permanent rather than a temporary effect.” The Israeli experience demonstrated that social development and rapid economic growth are definitely compatible. In fact, they can operate in tandem and deliver favorable results: economic growth is not harmed by social policies that promote equity or, if it is affected, it is only slightly. Unfortunately, governments seem less than impressed and the restraints and cutbacks that are put in place in time of stress are rarely retracted when the good times begin again.

Peter Herrmann began with a definition of social policy and ended with a reformulation of social policy touching on all aspects of how social policy is viewed, evaluated, and misconceptualized. His beginning tenet was that social policy is fundamentally viewed as intervention – a compensatory measure for detrimental outcomes of a basically equitable system. He suggested expanding our understanding of the social dimensions to go beyond a discourse that is based on natural law and beyond simple normative and moral – i.e. subjective – notions. He examined various definitions of social policy and in particular the Social Quality Approach with its dimensions of conditional factors, constitutional factors and normative factors. He emphasized that in the reformulation of social policy there is a need for an integrated approach to policies that link the individual and his social and physical environment. “Social policy is something which is at the core of society. As much as health policy is justifiably not illness policy, social policy is at the end of the day not policy with a-socials – rather, if it is limited in such a way it would actually be society that is the a-social.”
Marcel Canoy harkened back to the initial discussion of the political nature of much of social policy decision making. He elaborated on the “good news” and the “bad news” of past social investments and the needs for social investments in the future. But, of course, the catch comes in what he referred to as the “traps” of social investments: mixing up causality and correlation and drawing the conclusion that social investment must be cut to insure economic development; poor choices in investments; top-down investments; and, finally, the political factor in policy decision making. Again, the discussion of how to make social investments work stressed the intimate link between the economic and the social. Ultimately, there can be no doubt that social investment is key on the individual, societal, national, and pan-European level. 

Brenda King discussed social investment and social protection as productive factors and EU measures for making active policy targets in this sphere. She underscored the approach that “flexibility and security can together stimulate growth and employment” and that this is a way of “developing a competitive, innovative and social European model for the future.” The work of the European Economic and Social Committee is committed to developing and promoting an analysis of the social model based on “economic efficiency, social cohesion and environmental sustainability underpinned by common core values of freedom, solidarity, dialogue and social justice.” She concluded that although Europe is doing well not all Europeans are. “A society of relative affluence with reasonable economic growth levels should face up to the unacceptable fact that poverty and social exclusion continue unabated, that significant swathes of society remain excluded from the benefits of economic development and progressive European integration.”

Moving onto the outcome side, Ana-Maria Zamfir examined outcomes with regard to a specific population group, the Roma, and their issues of social exclusion, participation or lack of participation in the labor market, and social well-being. According to the 2006 Global Human Development Report, Romania has finally entered the group of countries with a high Human Development Index (HDI). Although it still ranks amongst the lowest of the EU countries on this index, there has been a continuous upward trend since 1995 with a more accelerated pace since 2000. Unfortunately, not all groups within Romanian society are reaping the benefits of improved HDI. The Roma population as a whole in Romania and, no doubt in the other countries where they reside, are characterized by poor human development and low social participation which means low access to education, employment and social security systems. 

Stijn Verhagen approached the knotty subject of the evaluation of social policy and the measurement of outcomes. He discussed the conundrum of whether social policy is a social intervention – an investment made “the moment that social problems have already manifested themselves” – or whether it should take a preventive approach. Preventive policy would aim at adjusting the social infrastructure – that is “the entirety of organizations, services, facilities and positions that make it possible in reasonableness in social contexts for people to live and be able to participate in society.” Thus, social infrastructure does not focus on target groups but on all citizens. Of course, measuring the effectiveness of these types of policies – where results are much more diffused and affected by intervening variables – is much more difficult if not down-right impossible. “Expenditure in social infrastructure are therefore often seen as costs that weigh heavily on the budget, and less as investments that sooner or later will produce returns.” 
Antoine Zamora made a power point presentation about using the social network to close gaps. The study dealt with important issues in this area such as the definition of poverty and characteristics of poverty in international comparisons. He then reviewed the mechanisms that are used in practice for the purpose of reducing inequalities and examined their effectiveness. The final part of his presentation was a discussion of the limitations encountered in implementing policies directed towards reducing inequalities.

Aurelio Fernandez also examined the interrelation of the social and economic and the need to establish the value of social protection and social investment in general as a productive factor. He referred to the Lisbon Agenda and other European initiatives and the place they confer on social policies. Some of these initiatives and reports have identified the successful interactions of social policies and their contribution to growth and employment – again, stressing social protection as productive factors. He indicated the need to gather evidence systematically “on the role of social policies as productive factors in order to strengthen the links with economic and employment policies.” His discussion of flexicurity also emphasized the intimate link between the individual, family, and larger society and the economy and labor market. 

Tuvia Horev took a different spin on outcomes and examined them with emphasis on a specific field of social policy – health policy. Health policy and health disparities are, of course, a reflection of a country’s cultural values and beliefs. In the case of Israel, for example, the health system is a reflection or a microcosm of the overall socio-economic system. As such, both the economy and the health system have gained strength at the expense of ever-increasing gaps between the haves and the have-nots. The government commitment to providing universal, national health coverage for all citizens has not left the system immune to serious cutbacks. The system’s defense mechanism has been to increase individual co-payments. System inequality has grown rapidly: the poor forego essential services if the co-payment is too high; the better-off buy supplemental insurance. This is not to mention the impact on intervention/prevention programs and the wider implications in terms of social cohesion and the broader impact on public health. National action plans that leverage effects on both the demand and supply side of the equation are required to deal with national problems of this type.
As I said in the beginning, these were just selected extracts from the presentations which along with the comments of all participants added to our understanding of the issues embedded in the title of the workshop “Economic Stability and Social Cohesion.” 
I want to thank all of the participants for the time and energy that they devoted to this endeavor that led to a successful seminar.  Above all, I want to thank our host, ICSW Spain, who gave us a taste of Spanish hospitality. Miguel Angel’s enthusiasm was felt all along the discussion and we all thank him for that. We appreciate the participation of Sr. Juan Carlos Mato, Director General de Inclusión Social and for his presentation to the group. Dirk Jarré was the initiator of the workshop and led its launching stages together with Miguel. I took upon myself the task of building the program and in fulfilling this role I was assisted immensely by Thea Meinema.
Part of the funding for the workshop was provided by ICSW Europe under the presidency of Hans van Ewijk. At this time of expected changing of the guard, I hope the next president of the organization will continue the commitment to the topic and that this discussion will be continued.
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