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Abstract
This article seeks to understand how, within the open method of

coordination peer review process, the European Union (EU)

together with member states envision the processes of European

integration within the employment policy field. Our theoretical

framework draws light on alternatives, nuances, and tendencies of

discursive potential for transcending the neoliberal image at the

core of the European Social Policy literature. A content analysis of

employment guidelines (1998–2015) and best practices in the peer

review programs for employment policies (1999–2015) shows how

the EU seeks to find credible roles for itself in employment policy

and how in this process different ideas and even more practices pre-

vail. We find clues for transcending the neoliberal picture, visions of

a different Europe that is more in accord with the European values

of liberal Social Europe and cosmopolitan Social Europe than is gen-

erally proposed in this context.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The role of the European Union (EU) in social policy and European integration within the social field is often consid-

ered to be a mere “spill over from economic policies”, “a red herring” that distracts the EU from more important mat-

ters (for a general discussion, see e.g., de la Porte & Pochet, 2012; Ferrera, 2014; Zeitlin, 2009). The weak track record

of the EU in the social policy field is often credited to the fact that the EU lacks competences and vision in this area.

True enough, the policy tools that the EU has to put on the table are predominantly “soft forms of governance” that

aim at advancing forms of cooperation through coordination and convergence of domestic policies. The EU's tools for

social policy do not include binding regulations in the traditional area of welfare state provisions, namely redistributive

policies. Therefore, various scholars have already argued that the EU social policy analysts should go further than
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2 VAN GERVEN AND OSSEWAARDE
merely looking at the open method of coordination (OMC), the main policy tool of the EU social policy. They point at

more coercive instruments of the EU, including labor directives (Falkner & Treib, 2008; Mastenbroek, Spendzharova,

& Versluis, 2014), conditional instruments, such as the European Social Fund (van Gerven, Vanhercke, & Gürocak,

2014; Verschraegen, Vanhercke, & Verpoorten, 2011), and, more recently, more binding recommendations (Bekker

& Klosse, 2013) generated by the European Semester procedure. OMCs are limited to fixing thematic guidelines in

various area of social policy (including, e.g., employment, social protection, education), establishing quantitative and

qualitative indicators and benchmarks, setting national and regional targets and promoting mutual learning, under

the monitoring and evaluation by the European Commission.

We acknowledge the contribution these authors make as they broaden our understanding of the EU social policy‐

making toolkit. Yet, we argue that more can be learned about Social Europe through analysis of the coordination and

converging elements of the OMC procedure. Rather than concentrating exclusively on the general policy priorities

(such as the Lisbon and Europe 2020 targets) and/or specific employment guidelines formulated, as done by most

scholars (Copeland & Daly, 2015; Copeland & Ter Haar, 2013; Jessoula, 2015), we propose to analyze the OMC's peer

review tools, through which member states (MS) and the European Commission engage in collegial benchmarking

“inside the Social OMC” process (Lelie & Vanhercke, 2013) and through which the EU diffuses best practices to be

learned from. The focus of the article is one area of social policy: employment policy. This area is at the heart of

the EU social policy: Article 129 of the AmsterdamTreaty promotes initiatives promoting “exchanges of information

and best practices” (Casey & Gold, 2005: 26). The employment guidelines, later included in the European Semester,

sketch out the normative ideas of the EU (proposed by the European Commission and agreed upon by the Council)

how national policies should be developed. When it comes to deciding on the best practices in the field of employ-

ment policies, chronologically, the European Commission is the one that initiates by proposing themes based on

the European Semester to the Employment committee (EMCO): EMCO is the main advisory committee for employ-

ment and social affairs ministers in the Employment and Social Affairs Council. EMCO then considers and confirms

the final choices of the themes, and the Directorate‐General (DG) for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion will

then invite countries to host peer reviews. Through EMCO, the ownership of the peer reviews is by the MS: the

MS may suggest best practices to be discussed, they are part of the selection procedure (through EMCO) and they

host the meetings (Lelie & Vanhercke, 2013). The best practices, put forward through the peer review program of

the Mutual Learning Program (MLP), provide information about policy approaches and policy measures that are pro-

moted with the aim of achieving policy learning, and eventually convergence, at the MS level. They aim at bringing

together various actors at the EU and MS level, including MS government actors, national independent experts, and

stakeholders (for instance non‐governmental organizations [NGOs], interest groups) and EU officials, to exchange

information, experience, and good practices. A recent evaluation of peer reviews indicates that they are seen as the

most valued and significant aspect of all the activities organized under the MLP (ECORYS, 2013) and they are increas-

ingly used by the European Commission to disseminate best practices and achieve greater convergence towards the

main EU goals (Lelie & Vanhercke, 2013). Curry (2016) has recently pointed at this promising but under‐researched

area in his study of social inclusion policies. In this article, we seek to fill the gap by analyzing the peer reviews in

the employment policies, the oldest and most important policy field within the OMC process (see also Casey & Gold,

2005). We expected that the analysis of the actual best practices displayed at the EU's shop window over two

decades can tell us more about the concrete policy models disseminated at the EU level and changes over time than

an analysis of documented ideas, discourses or policy targets. Such an analysis also enabled us to investigate the

assumption of the EU Social Model to have become more neo‐liberal, prioritizing the market concerns above social

advancement as often suggested in the literature (see e.g., Daly, 2012; Ter Haar & Copeland, 2010). It has been widely

asserted that in the employment field the EU has promoted neoliberal reform policies, and we aimed to find out with

our analysis of actual best practices to what extent this assertion is justified.

This article seeks to understand how, within the OMC peer review process, the EU, together with the MS, envi-

sions the processes of European integration within the employment policy field. Our theoretical orientation draws on

a vision of alternatives, nuances, and tendencies of the discursive potential of “Social Europe” that are meant to



VAN GERVEN AND OSSEWAARDE 3
envision intellectual options for transcending the neoliberal image that is at the core of much of the European social

policy literature. We discuss images of liberal Europe and cosmopolitan Europe as viable alternatives to the (some-

what hegemonic) image of neoliberal Europe. In our quest for understanding different images of Social Europe, we

conducted a content analysis of employment guidelines (1998–2005), integrated guidelines for the economic and

employment policies (2005–2015), and best practices in the peer review programs (1999–2015), a total of 85 for

the whole of the analysis. These documents allowed us to analyze different images of Social Europe, which may reflect

different understandings of what social policy is about in an EU context. Here, we argue, different European articula-

tions of employment policy and reform issues may prevail, and alternative ways of how the EU envisions the pro-

cesses of European integration within the social field may be retraced. Data for the employment guidelines were

derived from the Official Journal of the European Union. The best practices were accessed from the mutual learning

program's peer review website through the Europa website. The documents were qualitatively coded, and we used

key concepts that are listed in Table 1 (discussed below). The coding was done by two coders in order to improve

the coder‐related validity. We analyzed the documents with respect to the substance of employment guidelines

and best practices: we did not focus on other important elements of the peer reviews, such as inclusiveness of par-

ticipatory actors (such as Curry, 2016) or the effectiveness or impact of policy transfer (such as Casey & Gold, 2005).

Based on the qualitative content analysis of the best practices, we structured four particular periods in the empir-

ical section with regard to commonalities of the academic practices (Barbier, 2012). During these periods, different

ideas of Social Europe and practices of European social policy prevail. The various ideas coincide with particular

periods, and we find no strong chronological shifts towards one dominant direction. We find some clues for

transcending the neoliberal picture, but also visions of a different Europe that is more in accord with the European

values than is generally proposed in this context.
2 | “ IMAGES OF SOCIAL EUROPE” AND OPEN METHOD OF
COORDINATION PEER REVIEWS

“Social Europe” is a metaphor widely employed to connote the pursuit of limiting social inequalities that arise from

market processes. It refers both the realm of EU MS' social policies and the EU's own engagement with a European

social realm (Daly, 2007; Ewing, 2016; Kleinman, 2002; Lechevalier & Wielgoghs, 2015; Vaughan‐Whitehead,

2015). Social policy at the level of the EU is scattered, consisting of what seem, at best, loosely connected social policy

issues—including workers' rights, gender equality, labor mobility, health and safety in the workplace, discrimination,

vocational training, poverty, and unemployment (Daly, 2006, 2007)—and is mainly characterized by the interplay of

courts and markets (Crespy & Menz, 2015). While the original six MS all had welfare states and similar welfare levels,

social policy was originally mainly confined to the level of the MS. With the enlargement of the EU, disparities

between levels of social spending and welfare—differences between North‐South and West‐East—became an issue

of EU concern, to the point that the EU sought to provide policy guidance based on common EU social goals (mainly
TABLE 1 Key notions of different images of social Europe

Liberal Europe Neoliberal Europe Cosmopolitan Europe

Citizenship Status Social citizenship Consumer citizenship World citizenship

Relation to labor De‐commodification Re‐commodification Post‐commodification

Organization of
social
protection

Collectivized De‐collectivized Post‐nationalization

Dominant social
policy strategy

Activation including lifelong learning,
post‐industrial skills enhancement,
and recognition part‐time and
temporary work rights

Flexicurity including
responsibilization,
competitiveness and
flexible labor contracts

Social investment including
promotion of human capabilities
and human development, de‐
nationalizing labor market
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in the realm of employment strategy). With the LisbonTreaty (2000), the OMC was established, and arranged by the

European Commission, to reconcile national social protection with economic integration through exchange of ideas

about reforms (de la Porte & Pochet, 2012; Larocque & Noël, 2014). The OMC is meant to foster dialog, coordination

and mutual learning between MS and social NGOs on various social policy and reform issues, via tools such as objec-

tive setting, benchmarking, joint reporting, monitoring, and peer review (Armstrong, 2012; Curry, 2016). OMC peer

reviews in particular have generated a wealth of policy documentation in which different “images” of Social Europe

are narrated. Such images reflect different understandings of what social policy is about and different articulations

of social policy and reform issues. They are particular policy narratives in which certain ideational repertoires, meta-

phors, exemplary policy practices, commitments, priorities, etc. are enacted.

Images of Social Europe refer to ways of identifying the EU's credible role in social policy and European integra-

tion within the social field. Anthony Giddens (2014, pp. 88–89) explains that the very origin of “Social Europe”, as a

metaphor, is found in the liberal/social democratic/Christian democratic response to rising neoliberalism and

financialization in the 1970s. The original image of Social Europe, Giddens points out, is social rights or social protec-

tion‐based. It is marked by the quest for limiting social inequality and insecurity, through redistribution of income,

social protection against market forces, de‐commodification of labor, workers' rights, and a sense of redistributive jus-

tice and solidary between rich and poor. At the European level, this image of Social Europe is discernible, for instance,

in the European Economic Community's Social Action Programme, established in the 1970s to generate employment

and better jobs as well as to increase involvement of social partners in the European Commission's decision‐making

(Ewing, 2016). The Maastricht Treaty (1992) and the Amsterdam Treaty (1997) institute a social dialog that includes

various social NGOs for the promotion of social rights (Daly, 2007). In this original image of Social Europe, social policy

is discussed in terms of legal entitlements and commitment to reducing unemployment and making work pay

(Larocque & Noël, 2014). Social reforms—deemed necessary in the belief that welfare states had become

overburdened by their own aggrandizement and public indebtedness—are organized around the language of “activa-

tion of labor force” or “maximizing employment” for the sake of safeguarding social rights in the context of financial

deficits. Such reforms imply institutionalizing part‐time and temporary work, facilitating labor market (re‐)entry, and

motivating workers for lifelong learning or human capital investment (Daly, 2006; Jenson, 2010; van Gerven &

Nygård, 2017; van Kersbergen & Hemerijck, 2012). Building Social Europe is to expand legislative action at the EU

level and to adopt Directives setting minimum social standards.

Although this original image of Social Europe developed in response to rising neoliberalism, a neoliberal image of

Social Europe has developed, particularly after theTreaty of Amsterdam, i.e., with the LisbonTreaty and the establish-

ment of the OMC. At the heart of the neoliberal image is the promotion of an entrepreneurial, competitive spirit of

risk‐taking, speculation, financialization (finance‐driven wealth creation in combination with the rule of big financial

firms), financial technologies, self‐responsibility, consumer citizenship, structural austerity politics, and a discourse

of less government. In the neoliberal discourse, issues of income redistribution, redistributive justice, full employment

aspirations, social citizenship, social democracy, social security, social protection, solidarity, and collective bargaining

are silenced or left out. The neoliberal image of Social Europe is characterized by the quest for unleashing market

forces (instead of taming them), for promoting competitiveness in the global era in which division of labor is re‐

arranged on a global scale (Kleinman, 2002; Schmidt & Thatcher, 2013; Woolfson & Sommers, 2016). In 2006, the

European Globalization Adjustment Fund was established precisely for that purpose, namely, to help European indus-

tries restructure and become more competitive (Armstrong, 2012). In this image, Social Europe is technocratically re‐

engineered to ensure that market competitiveness is promoted through, rather than jeopardized by, social policy and

de‐commodification of labor: social policy is a function for the common market. Accordingly, Social Europe is con-

nected to austerity frameworks, such as the Economic and Monetary Union and the European Semester, established

to ensure that MS adhere to fiscal discipline, hard currencies, low inflation, sound budgets, debt reduction, and re‐

commodification of labor (Armstrong, 2012; Copeland & Daly, 2015; Crespy & Menz, 2015; Preece, 2009; Van

Kersbergen & Hemerijck, 2012; Woolfson & Sommers, 2016). Given such austerity frameworks, “social” issues such

as unemployment and poverty have a lower priority than fiscal consolidation and promoting competitiveness. Social
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inequality is defined as “social exclusion” that is due to market failure (Daly, 2007) and so‐called “joblessness” and

“employability” associated with lack of self‐reliance (Barbier, 2012; Copeland & Daly, 2015). Social protection is

defined in terms of “flexicurity”, defined as a strategy for limiting income security, and de‐institutionalizing job

stability, through institutionalizing flexible labor and part‐time and temporary contracts (Alber, 2010; Annesley,

2007; Jenson, 2010). In this image of Social Europe, the role of the EU in social policy is limited to non‐binding modes

of governance focusing on economic and employment policy coordination (Barbier, 2012). In such governance modes,

as established by Europe 2020, the status of the OMC becomes “fragile” (Armstrong, 2012), to the point that it

becomes a rather “toothless governance tool” (Copeland & Ter Haar, 2013).

Several scholars have identified yet another image of Social Europe, namely, that of “cosmopolitan Europe” (Beck

& Grande, 2007; Habermas, 2003; Schlenker, 2013; van Gerven & Ossewaarde, 2012). Cosmopolitanism is an ethos

of global citizenship, marked by a willingness to become involved with diverse, alternative and foreign identities, prac-

tices and systems beyond national boundaries, as well as by an appreciation of such alternatives, complexity, and

strangeness (Ossewaarde, 2007). This image of Social Europe is characterized by the quest for unleashing openness

(to alternatives) and mobility across borders (such as migration), for promoting European citizenship as a human rights

ethos of world citizenship and transnational solidarities, beyond national political agendas. Beck and Grande (2007,

p. 241) call this process “cosmopolitan integration”. It is marked by the reconciliation of differences in social policy

practices and transformative cooperation (in which MS and their interests undergo change or “Europeanization”),

through cross‐national dialog, sharing of administrative cultures and languages, subsidiarity (including the “co‐exis-

tence of multiple demoi” (Borrás, Radaelli, & Borra, 2016: 130), normative reflection, mutual learning, Europeanization

for governmental actors, and experimentation that the OMC facilitates in all its cosmopolitan openness to alternatives

(cf., Barbier, 2012; de la Porte & Pochet, 2012). In this image, Social Europe is arranged to ensure maximum mobility

across Europe and the world and to find human rights‐informed ways of coping with social issues, particularly mobility

of labor and migration (and hence resist the temptation of “Fortress Europe”, the major rival of “cosmopolitan Europe”)

(Morris, 2009; Schlenker, 2013). From a cosmopolitan angle, social policy is global social policy. The social policy chal-

lenge is to institutionalize social rights as human rights and to make it easier for workers to exercise their social rights

(such as pensions, educational degrees, and health care) across borders. Social reform is mainly organized to open up

national borders in the global era. Social issues such as unemployment are typically addressed via “social investment”

(Leonie, 2016; van Gerven &Nygård, 2017; Van Kersbergen & Hemerijck, 2012). In the image of cosmopolitan Europe,

social investment is defined as an agenda that is focused on maximizing the chances of earning an income across

borders, via the mobility of knowledge and skills. Building such a Social Europe is to expand Europe as “an emergent

transnational political space” (Copeland & Daly, 2015), so as to generate border‐crossing possibilities.

In much of the scholarship on European social policy, the enactment of the neoliberal reform agenda is predom-

inant in the sense that it is widely recognized that the overall logic of Social Europe is based on the principles of dis-

mantling barriers to the common market. Social Europe is “dismantled” (Preece, 2009), “fell out of fashion” (Crespy &

Menz, 2015, p. 753), has become “a dead end” (Lechevalier & Wielgohs (2015), or “has died” (Ewing, 2016)—and

thereby “Europe is losing its soul” (Vaughan‐Whitehead, 2015). Most scholars identify the Lisbon agenda and Europe

2020 as neoliberal constructs and attacks on, or de‐prioritization of, the social dimension. And in this context, the

OMC has been more favorable to welfare state retrenchment than to high employment levels and social protection

(Larocque & Noël, 2014), while social policy and social reforms are narrated in the impoverished language, words, met-

aphors, methods, techniques, valuations, indexes, and benchmarks of the financial world. There is a general sense of

disappointment, resentment even, attached to the hegemony of this image of Europe because in the neoliberal image

all European values (democracy, freedom, rule of law, justice, human rights) are sacrificed to promote global

competiveness and weaken labor to the point that social policy and alternative social forms (such as the basic income

or alternative forms of solidarity) evaporate from the image of Social Europe. Yet, not all social reforms, as reviewed in

the OMC, may be enactments of the neoliberal image. Instead, alternative, liberal, and cosmopolitan images of Social

Europe, including the language of social rights, human rights, redistributive justice, citizenship, solidarity, social secu-

rity, openness, etc., may come to the fore in OMC reviews, even though such images may as yet not be so
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predominant. In this article, we do not seek to show the hegemony of one predominant image of Social Europe in

OMC reviews, but, instead, we search for alternatives, nuances, tendencies—discursive potential for transcending

the neoliberal image that silences alternatives. The three images portrayed above should thus not be seen as sharp

breaks between these three terms, rather as alternatives and often times as continuities over time.
3 | IMAGES OF SOCIAL EUROPE IN THE EMPLOYMENT GUIDELINES AND
BEST PRACTICES

The content analysis of the OMC's employment guidelines and best practices derived from the peer reviews under the

MLP between 1998 and 2015 aims to shed light on the evolution of EU social policy in four specific periods. Between

1998 and roughly up to 2003, EU policies (European employment guidelines and best practices) reflect the original

image of liberal Social Europe. In this period, “activation” or “maximizing employment” is the core value, but this does

not as yet pose a threat to collectivized social rights. Between 2003 and 2005 policies come to manifest stronger neo‐

liberal images of Social Europe. Social Europe is now more strongly arranged to promote market competitiveness and

recommodification of labor. The best practices, however, very much continue to gravitate around the values of liberal

Social Europe. In the period 2006 and 2009 the neoliberal image is further fortified in the EU's approach to post‐

industrial skill enhancement, but exists next to the original image of liberal Social Europe. Also alternative images of

cosmopolitan Europe start to rise in this period, mainly due to external pressures (migration and economic crisis) from

the competitive global markets. From 2010 onwards, both employment guidelines and best practices call for crisis

management. In this period, there is a call for more effective activation governance under the neoliberal urgency, lead-

ing to further re‐commodification of labor and de‐collectivization of rights, particularly for vulnerable groups. Below

we discuss these four periods in detail, with regard to the images of Social Europe.1
3.1 | Period 1: Diverse ways of employability (1998–2002)

From the launch of European Employment Strategy (EES) in the AmsterdamTreaty of 1997, activation has constituted

the core of EU's employment policy (Heidenreich & Zeitlin, 2009). In this period, the activation of citizens was strongly

linked to the improvement of post‐industrial needs to meet the expectations of increasingly post‐industrial labor mar-

kets. The employment guidelines set nearly annually between 1998 and 2001 prioritized the employability of workers

across European societies. In line with the employment guidelines, best practices strived to make MS commit to assis-

tance of jobless individuals in finding work and to coupling income replacement with participation in active labor mar-

ket measures. Although the majority of best practices between 1999 and 2002 gave rise to such an activation

paradigm, different pathways to employment were promoted by the MS participating in the procedure. The measures

varied from programs that aimed at improving skills of lowly skilled workers (France01; Austria01; Denmark99; United

Kingdom99; France99), individualizing social services for the jobseekers (Denmark01; Belgium01; Germany01), and

raising awareness of social responsibility of enterprises (Denmark01; Finland01; Ireland01), to name a few. Such

policies reflected the original liberal image of Social Europe, where “activation” or “maximizing employment” is done

for the sake of safeguarding social protection. The social measures that were suggested incorporated the idea of de‐

commodification of labor and did not imply the need to decollectivize the organization of social protection. Although

the best practices put into action were diverse, they generally strived to limit social inequality and insecurity, for

example, by promoting (re)training and job search assistance and improving social dialog, policies that were in line with

the core values of liberal Social Europe.

In the initial period between 1999 and 2003, the best practices closely followed the four pillars of the employ-

ment guidelines that had been set: employability, adaptability, entrepreneurship and job creation, and equal

opportunities—in this order of relevance. Improving employability of workers was the main aim of the implemented

measures in this period. Most best practices promoted improvement of public employment services and (preventive)
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activation of the inactive. The Finnish best practices (99) were among the first peer reviews to encourage European‐

wide consensus on improving the employability of people by guiding them efficiently to employment, through

improved public employment services (see also Portugal01; Denmark01; Austria01 for similar attempts elsewhere).

In addition to public measures, a variety of best practices of activation in private businesses were presented

(Portugal99; United Kingdom99; Germany00; Denmark01). The activation measures denoted in the best practices

were often targeted at particular groups, such as the elderly (Finland00), women (United Kingdom99; Germany01),

disabled (Denmark01), but in most cases youth (Denmark99; United Kingdom99; Belgium01; Germany01; France01)

in line with the comprehensive approach to the youth activation in the EES (Stiller & Van Gerven, 2012).

Many scholars see the rise of the neoliberal image as coexisting with the launch of the EU's flexibility model

(Barbieri, 2012; Daly, 2012). The flexicurity concept was not part of the employment guidelines from the start of the

process. Rather the employment guidelines between 1998 and 2002 only advocated MS to “examine the possibility

of incorporating in national law more flexible types of contract” (1998, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002). Quite the contrary,

best practices in the first years of the EES promoted the enhancement of employment security rather than the

flexibilization of labor market policies. The Spanish example (Spain99, later also Spain11), for example, highlighted

the agreement between the social partners to promote employment stability and the encouragement of permanent

employment legislations. Furthermore, the French example aimed at quality improvements (France00) as did the Finn-

ish national program for aging workers (Finland00). In addition, measures were introduced to improve social corporate

responsibility in providing work subsidies, and more securities for employees (Denmark01), and measures set to pro-

mote self‐employment (Germany99; Portugal99; Sweden99), were requested, in line with priority two of the employ-

ment guidelines. The flexicurity idea materialized into late‐1990s best practices. In 1999, the Dutch were the first to

drawMS's attention to a reduction of non‐wage labor cost for low paid job (Netherlands99). A year later, its new Flex-

ibility and Security Act in 2000 was promoted as a new blueprint for combining flexibility and security and the use of

flexible contracts (Netherlands00), to be able to adapt to changing labor market conditions (see more Bekker, 2012). In

the same year, the French presented their best practice of reducing working time (France00), pointing towards the

same goal: promoting the flexibilization of labor contracts. Hence we find the rise of neoliberal images of Social Europe.
3.2 | Period 2: flexibilization overhaul (2003–2005)

Between 2003 and 2005 the employment guidelines aimed at equipping (all) “individuals with the skills required for a

modern workforce” (EES guidelines for 2003, p. 19). In this period, Social Europe is increasingly arranged to promote

market competitiveness, rather than securing social protection and promoting safeguarding the principle of de‐

commodification of labor. Social policy is now seen as a function for the common market. This neoliberal vision is

particularly reflected at the level of the employment guidelines. Between 2003 and 2005, the employment guidelines

are more and more about flexibilization of employment. The aim of legislative flexibilization was considerably broader

from 2003 onwards. Rather than merely examining possibilities to flexibilize labor markets, as was suggested in 1999,

the guidelines suggested to “reform overly restricted elements in employment legislation” and “diverse working

arrangements” (1999). The images of Social Europe in the best practices is, however, more subtle. Between 2003

and 2005, the best practices remained rather silent about flexibilization of labor contracts. Priority number three in

the Employment Guidelines of 2003 listed several items to promote adaptability and mobility in the labor market,

and only one best practice was nominated in the area of flexicurity. This was the Belgian example of the career break

scheme and the incentive premiums by the Flemish Government discussed in 2001. However, rather than aiming at

reducing working time to promote flexibility in general, this policy example aimed at better reconciliation of training

and work–life balance. In this vein, and perhaps due to the critical remarks of the earlier evaluation of peer reviews

between 2000 and 2001 (relating to peer reviews' lagging interest to gender equality), more best practices were pro-

moted in this field between 2003 and 2005 to pay attention to gender equality. In addition to the career break scheme

by Belgians, good practices concerning Belgian equal pay scheme (Belgium03) and Swedish improvements in child care

(Sweden04), Germany's promotion of equal opportunities of women in technology sectors (Germany03) and Danish
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gender mainstreaming practices in public employment services (Denmark04) drew attention to the issue of improving

gender equality in the MS. The practices made a strong case for original liberal image of Social Europe.

In the period 2003–2005, skills enhancement for all is specifically promoted by the employment guidelines. The

activation measures in the peer reviews, however, are mostly geared towards raising the employability of certain vul-

nerable groups, such as youth and women. For instance, efforts to promote skills attainment for youth (Sweden03),

aging workers (45+ workers Finland03), women (Denmark04), and disabled (Spain03; Netherlands03) gained much

prominence among the best practices presented. Evidently, these were the same groups listed in the employment

guidelines of 2003, (active) aging (guideline five), gender equality (guideline six) and disadvantaged groups (guideline

seven) respectively. There is a shift from peer reviews that showcase the policy problem to reviews that explicate how

to govern these social risks. In line with priority (guideline eight) of employment guidelines of 2003 (making work pay

through efficient benefit management), best practices pleaded for improvement of public reintegration organization.

For example, the United Kingdom held a peer review on its introduction of “rapid response services” (United

Kingdom03) and other countries shared their experiences on how to monitor and govern public employment services

(Austria04; Finland04). These examples from 2003–2005 can be understood as reflections of the neoliberal image of

Social Europe, for they aim at enhancing market competiveness and more efficient administration and technocratic

governance structures. This neoliberal tendency is, however, growing in the next period.
3.3 | Period 3:modernization of employment and public employment services (2005–2008)

Between 2005 and 2008, flexibility was no longer discussed as a separate section in the employment guidelines.

Instead, flexibilization was included in the broader goals of modernization of social protection systems and improve-

ment of adaptability of workers and enterprises. Notwithstanding, the employment guidelines in 2005 and 2008 pay

little attention to ways how flexibility should be combined with social security. Only between 2006 and 2009, more

national experiences about the flexicurity are shared. Interestingly, however, these peer reviews reflect liberal images

of the original Social Europe: they express a desire for social security rather than commitment to a full‐fledged flex-

ibility ethos. For instance, Norway presented in 2005 a flexible work arrangement with strong positive incentive to

increase the employment of women and to reconcile work and family responsibilities (Norway05). Furthermore, in this

period, the Spanish presented their policy to encourage the use of indefinite rather than fixed term contracts

(Spain06). The Austrian example of the reform of the severance pay law (Austria06) called action for enhancing secu-

rity at the labor markets. Arguably, these practices resulted as a response to MS's criticism of flexicurity and the blam-

ing of the European Commission to favor flexibility above security (Bekker, 2012). Indeed, the European Commission

paid little attention in the 2005–2009 employment guidelines as to how to combine flexibility with security. Only in

the 2010 employment guidelines, did the European Commission state that “adequate social security should also be

ensured for those on fixed term contracts and the self‐employed” (guideline seven) and for “income security during

transitions” (guideline nine).

Regardless of the resilience of MS to the liberal values of Social Europe, at the level of the best practices, in 2005–

2008 the neoliberal images of Social Europe are growing in importance. Most prominently, attention is directed to

skills enhancement and efficient guidance of groups to labor supply in the premises of the competitive global markets.

The examples from Malta, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the Czech Republic posit the need of

more efficient public employment services to assist (disadvantaged) groups to employment. More specifically, pro-

grams discussed in this period introduced tailor‐made (vocational) training programs (United Kingdom07;

Luxembourg09; Spain09), improved personalized work guidance (Belgium08), and in‐work training (United

Kingdom06), as well as lifelong learning programs (Latvia05; Ireland07). Similarly to the previous period, this special

attention was given to specific groups, such as the disabled (Malta07; Norway08), and most prominently for youth

(Netherlands05; Belgium08; Italy08; Slovenia09; Portugal09) and vulnerable groups (Bulgaria08; Ireland08).

The practices promoted include some policy innovations (such as the Belgian example of introduction of service

vouchers [Belgium06] and vocational training systems [Portugal05; United Kingdom05; Ireland08; Spain09]) that
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aimed to create market‐led services as well as effective monitoring systems, meant to improve “good governance sys-

tems” in the MS (Finland06; Portugal06; Belgium08). Ample best practices were presented in the area of decentrali-

zation of government tasks and responsibilities; for instance, practices of how municipalities could monitor and

govern the public employment services (Sweden06; Belgium08), introduce social innovations (such as the service

vouchers [Belgium06]), new basic allowance for jobseekers (Germany06), and new law on work and social assistance

(that decentralize reintegration responsibilities of vulnerable groups to municipalities [Netherlands07]). Germany

hosted the “systematic preventive integration approach (support) for jobseekers and the unemployed” peer review

that was discussed as an inspiration to reform employment services so as to deliver more effective placement ser-

vices. Furthermore, in the period 2005–2008, peer reviews were given in the areas of forecasting skills and labor mar-

ket needs (Italy06) and of the good governance of the European Social Fund (Portugal06).

Yet, at the same time, the first signs of a social alternative—cosmopolitan Europe—to the neoliberal image of

Social Europe were rising, as MS are forced to reckon migrants and addressed them. The first learning events of global

migration predominantly aimed at finding functional responses to the projected labor market gaps (Ireland05;

Estonia09). The peer review on “renewed procedures for employing migrant workers with the emphasis on favouring

highly skilled labour” hosted by Estonia in 2009, for instance, was linked to EES themes of managing economic migra-

tion and a domestic piece of legislation aimed at changing the Estonian approach to non‐EU migrants.
3.4 | Period 4: crisis management to rescue the labor markets (2010–2016)

The year 2010 marked the end of the Lisbon strategy and the launch of the Europe 2020 strategy. At the same time,

EMCO became more involved in discussing and assessing the impact of the peer reviews and in targeting the best

practices, with regard to their theme and participants in line with the Europe 2020 (GHK, 2010, p. 28). In addition

to organizing the peer review procedure, EMCO is now also responsible for the text of the employment guidelines

and has recently, taken an increasingly prominent role in monitoring MS' progress towards the Europe 2020 targets

and policy priorities (Zeitlin & Vanhercke, 2018). Hereby, a growing “cross‐fertilisation and complementarity” has been

denoted between EMCO and the EU formal body (European Commission and relevant DG staff) as well as all relevant

committees working under the European Semester with regard to their evidence‐based work (Zeitlin & Vanhercke,

2015, p. 87, quoted in Natali & Vanhercke, 2015). In this vein, peer reviews have become a beacon for raising aware-

ness of the Europe 2020 strategy among policymakers and national stakeholders (GHK, 2010). At the midst of the

economic crisis, the peer review activities in 2010 were subsumed by measures towards crisis management and con-

cerns of structural societal challenges (such as long‐term unemployment, youth unemployment). The high levels of

unemployment in European societies remained the main concern of the political focus. The peer reviews aimed at

helping MS in relieving the social and administrative problems addressed in employment guidelines (from 2011 set

out in the annex to the Annual Growth Survey) and in country‐specific recommendations as part of European

Semester.

In this period, the image of Social Europe was largely neoliberal, in defense of the common market. Best practice

polices mainly aimed at increasing labor market participation of men and women (guideline 7 in 2010), by making rapid

transitions for young from education to employment, better balancing between flexibility and security, making social

security systems prioritize work above benefit, and by discouraging benefit dependency (see also GHK, 2011). Best

practices in this vein targeted the activation measures designed for vulnerable groups, including long‐term unem-

ployed (Norway15; Germany16), lone parents (United Kingdom10; Malta15), the elderly (increasing participation,

enforcing employability and working age until the age of 67, Netherlands10; Norway12), graduates (Cyprus11) and

youth in general (Spain11; Germany12; Netherlands13; France14; Finland14; France16), and now also the Roma

(Czech Republic10). Following guidelines 8 and 9 (2010) on the development of skilled work force and improving qual-

ity of education and training systems, best practices prioritized personalized approaches to helping jobseekers to

employment, as discussed, for instance, in Germany's examples of systematic preventive integration for jobseekers

(Germany10) and other measures improving vocational training systems (Germany12). The same themes were also
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central to many examples of improvements in public employment services to enhance their effectiveness and effi-

ciency (Germany10; Germany12; Latvia12; Belgium12; Netherlands13; France12; Finland12; Netherlands15;

France16) (see also GHK, 2011) and MS action towards more effective governance of activation, through evidence‐

based policy‐making (United Kingdom11; Latvia12; Belgium12; Czech Republic14) and strategic partnerships

(Finland10; United Kingdom11; Norway12; Germany12; Norway15) at various governmental levels (Spain15). For

instance, the United Kingdom's experience in evaluation of labor market policies and programs was directly linked

to improvement of methods in order to exchange information on processes that underpin successful policy develop-

ment and implementation.

As the MS headed towards the global financial crisis, some crisis management examples, including the peer review

by France in 2010 on short‐term working arrangements to tackle the economic downturn (France10) and that of

Germany on intra‐firm flexibility call for crisis management (Germany10), aimed at diffusion the knowledge of poten-

tial (short‐term) tools in the crisis. Also the example of Italian interventions in the field of employment and economic

development drew lessons for developments of underperforming regions in times of financial crisis (Italy11). These

practices are reflections of the neoliberal image of Social Europe. In such practices, re‐commodification marks social

policy's relation to labor. And activation and flexibility becomes the hegemonic norm in defense of market interests.
4 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this article, we have attempted to generate further understanding of how, within the OMC peer review process, the

EU seeks to find a credible role for itself in the realm of employment policy, and how it envisions the processes of

European integration within the social field. Our analysis shows evidence for the dominance of the neoliberal image

of Social Europe, while it acknowledges at the same time that the EU has strong roots in liberal Social Europe and

shows growing leaves in the cosmopolitan Europe. This is a somewhat different and nuanced picture, as contrasted

with the widely accepted assertion of the EU's neoliberal hegemony. Our findings suggest that the dominance of neo-

liberal Social Europe and the silencing of alternatives may be overestimated. We find no strong chronological shift

towards one dominant direction. The original image of Social Europe, with its Keynesian project of maximizing

employment, is very much alive. This is manifested through the decade‐long promotion and enhancement of employ-

ability and post‐modern skills in the context of the changing labor market and modernization of the relevant public

institutions. We observe that neoliberal tendencies certainly are discernible, and have become more predominant,

particularly from 2002 onwards. As one implication, the attention to liberal, rights‐based policies have lost some

grounds for demands for austerity, financial sustainability, and flexibility. Although the neoliberal flexicurity model

never fully unfolded into a Europe‐wide paradigm, the neoliberal images of Social Europe are reflected particularly

in how MS distinguish between labor market insiders and labor market outsiders in their activation paradigms, and

how issues of income redistribution, basic income, social rights and alternative forms of solidarity are silenced.

Whereas the labor market insiders continue to enjoy reasonably comprehensive security and human capital enhance-

ment (through life‐long learning and in‐work learning), the labor market outsiders face strict and conditional policy

measures targeted at them. Furthermore, we note that the structure of the OMC process has been technocratized,

which fits with the neoliberal image and the promotion of an entrepreneurial ideal of global competitiveness and dis-

ciplined financial management. The nature of peer reviews evolved from discussing practices of “what to do” to prac-

tices of “how to do”. That is, peer reviews shifted from discussing policy issues towards discussing governance issues.

And with this change in orientation, there was the increase in the interest of evaluation, monitoring, and evidence‐

based governance as part of the technocratization of the peer reviews.

The images of cosmopolitan Europe are still weak, yet, not without some manifestations. For instance, the

employment package, launched by the European Commission in April 2012, promoted investments in human capital

advancement by setting up policies against skills mismatching and calling for better employment matching services.

Furthermore, the Barroso's and Juncker's Commissions have made a plea for enhancement of labor mobility, thereby
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hinting at the values of post‐nationalized social policy marked by a sense of openness to alternatives and willingness

to become involved with diverse identities, practices, and systems. Nevertheless, so far, traces of cosmopolitan

Europe narratives as manifested in best practices are rather limited. Those that are discernible, and can be interpreted

as cosmopolitan, are related to migration as external pressure. Migration has become a more important societal chal-

lenge for the EU since 2010, mainly in relation to labor market gaps, in anticipation of Europe's aging populations. And,

so far, migrant flows from 2014 have informed a quest for a common governance structure, more than policy learning

at the European level. Furthermore, the values of social investment, as a reflection of cosmopolitan Social Europe,

appear rather weak. In the 2010 employment guidelines, the use of child care as social investment appears for the first

time, with reference to early childhood education as an element of lifelong learning (EES guidelines for 2010, p. 51).

However, with the exception of the Swedish best practice parental insurance and childcare in 2004, and the Norwe-

gian example of the improvement of the work/family life balance (which advocates for a better combination of work

and care and childcare improvements), very little of such practices were materialized in the best practices until the end

of 2015.

In conclusion, we find some clues for transcending the hegemonic neoliberal picture, but also visions of a different

Europe that is more in accord with European values than is generally proposed in this context. Our findings give rise to

a notion that Social Europe, fundamentally being in the hands of the MS, may be as resilient as the welfare states

themselves are against radical deviations from past trajectories. The best practices show less strong tendencies

towards neoliberalization and financialization than the employment guidelines. In our view, this indicates that by hav-

ing MS in the driver's seat, more diverse images of social Europe come to the surface in the peer reviews. This is also

supported by the observation that the themes of the peer reviews remain varied throughout the periods we have

investigated. Although this makes it difficult to analytically position peer reviews under specific policy goals, it does

suggest that images of Social Europe are diverse.
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