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ADMINISTRATIVE REFORMS OF THE EUROPEAN SOCIAL
PROTECTION SYSTEMS: TRENDS AND CHALLENGES

Abstract

Initiatives for social reforms are part of the governmental agendas of almost
all European countries. The introduction of support for the households by quaran-
teeing minimum incomes, activation of the social assistance beneficiaries, as well as
delivery of integrated services in the local community are the main challenges of the
contemporary social protection systems.

Reflecting the significance of institutions (establishment, organization and
administrative capacity) as a key condition for achievement of socially-accepted goals,
European countries, in the last few decades, have been implementing administrative
reforms of social protection systems. The countries are searching for improved insti-
tutional arrangements for maximization of policy effects directed towards social in-
clusion and reduction of social tensions in the societies. In most cases, countries in-
troduce administrative modalities based on managerial doctrines of governing (new
public management), while others experiment with a certain form of decentralization
which usually includes initiatives for local provision of social services and, in cer-
tain cases, integration with employment services. Yet, although a part of the admin-
istrative reforms are being implemented with the same purpose, they lead to different
institutional solutions as a result of the social context in which they are framed.

This article gives an overview of the trends in the development of the social
protection systems of the European countries, which despite the efforts for conver-
gence of social policies and the creation of a unified social model, continue to show
diversity of legal and institutional solutions at the national level.
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Introduction

The social protection systems of the European countries show differ-
ences in the field of regulation, organization, financing and monitoring of
the measures directed towards protection of the socially vulnerable citizens.
This situation is a result of influences of various factors related to historical,
geographical, political and socio-economic characteristics of the countries.
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European countries engaged in institutional reforms can be divided
in two groups: developed Western-European countries with stable systems
of social security which had to respond to the new challenges and labour
market changes, and the countries from the former communist block which
performed a complete transformation of the social security system inspired
by the social-political changes and emerged socio-economic problems ensu-
ing the transitional processes. The recent global crisis and the consequences
on the labour market imposed more challenges for the welfare countries, es-
pecially for the social protection and employment services. Most of these
challenges are not new, since the post-industrial labour markets are subject
to frequent structural changes caused by the technological development, de-
mographic trends and globalization. The countries from Central and East
Europe are facing a greater challenge considering the insufficient stabilizati-
on of the social protection systems and the newly adopted work methods
and principles.

Although the external challenges are similar, the political responses
of the European welfare states show significant variations. This is due to the
different character and the nature of the need for changes on one side, and
diversity regarding the actors and the institutions shaping the process of po-
licy making in these countries on the other. Different factors affect the proc-
ess of change: political establishment, election system, tradition for forming
coalition government, strength of the opposition, level of decentralization,
right to veto given to different actors or the political frame of the economic
relations. Cross country variations in policy outcomes emerged as a result of
different influence factors show why specific reforms with similar ideology
and goals (for example the neo-liberal policy) did not achieve same results in
each of them respectively (Scharle, 2014).

1. Normative approach and organization of the social protection

The European countries have different normative approach to the so-
cial protection system regulation. Part of them have systematic laws regulat-
ing all important social protection issues (content, organization, financing),
and part of them have divided the legal regulations in certain number of legal
acts. There are many examples of normative separation of certain segments in
specific laws (certain social services) in the countries with systematic regula-
tion of the social protection. The countries that have accepted the approach of
fragmented regulation, mostly have one law regulating the social services
(with special regulation of certain specific services), and one or more laws
regulating the social benefits. The social protection of children and the family
benefits are subject to special regulation. Moreover, there are special laws for
social protection of older persons and persons with disability.
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The analysis shows that the approach of legal unification does not af-
fect the structure of the social protection system. Namely, the deficit of an in-
tegral legal document and the regulation through several legal acts does not
complicate the system, or certain aspects of the social protection. On the con-
trary, the special regulation enables easier reading of the legal texts which
are not burdened with various general rules, thus becoming a more effective
tool for realization of the citizens’ rights. Also, the analysis has outlined that
the normative regulation (one of more legal texts) does not affect the com-
plexity of the institutional framework. The example of the Czech Republic
demonstrates a relatively simple organizational structure for social benefits
administration, although there is a lack of systematic social welfare law,
compared to Croatia with a simpler normative framework, but a complex in-
stitutional setting and fragmented administration of the social benefits.

Various factors influence the organization of the social protection sys-
tems: the political system of the country, the devolution of state competences
to the level of governance, administrative-territorial organization, tradition
etc. All European countries have adopted the principle of a so-called “small
state”, according to which the ministries (the central authority) competent
for the affairs in social protection have regulatory and oversight function.
Diversity appears as a result of different areas covered by the ministries (so-
cial protection, social insurance, health, family and children protection), as
well as in the number of ministries participating in the execution of the soci-
al protection. The federal countries have complicated organizational structu-
re which includes division of the competencies between the central authority
and the federal units, and mostly they have branched structure which inclu-
des many competent ministries (Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Belgium).
The modality of the organization in the unitary states may vary from a plain
one represented by one ministry (Greece, the Netherlands, Italy, Bulgaria,
Slovenia, Poland, the Czech Republic) which in certain cases covers health
issues (Finland, Estonia), to more complicated structures with more minis-
tries engaged in the social protection system (Denmark, France, Croatia). In
some countries two ministries are authorized for social protection affairs,
one competent for employment and social security, while the other for social
services and health protection (Sweden and Spain).

The division of responsibilities between the central and the local au-
thority is conditioned by the general rules, primarily regarding the function-
nal and fiscal decentralization of the competences. The central authority, in
most cases, is competent for social benefit administration through establish-
ment of an independent body with national competencies (Estonia). In the
countries with powerful multi-tiered local self-government, the administrati-
on of the social benefits is under jurisdiction of the regional or municipal go-
vernments. The social services are mostly decentralized and the same are de-
livered by the local authorities.
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2. Administrative reforms of the social protection systems

Regardless of the differences in the social protection systems arrange-
ment and organization, EU member states share certain trends in the reform
Table below lists the initiatives for policies changes grouped by certain areas
in the period of 2014-2015.

Policies changes area

EU member countries

Poverty reduction and
support for entry into the

labour market

Social assistance benefit
and minimum income sup-
port scheme

Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Re-
public, Estonia, Finland,
France, Croatia, Lithuania,
Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta,
Romania, Sweden, Slovenia

Support for entry into em-
ployment and active labour
market policies

Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany,
Denmark, Spain, Ireland,
Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, the
Netherlands, Poland, Portu-
gal, Slovenia, Romania

Specific measures targeting
groups at higher risk of

poverty

Austria, Belgium, Estonia,
Finland, Croatia, Ireland,
Lithuania, the Netherlands,
Romania, Slovenia

Investing in children

Preventing child poverty

Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, Luxembourg,
Malta, Poland, Portugal, Ro-
mania, Slovenia

Supporting employment
for people living in house-
holds with dependent chil-

dren

Hungary, Ireland, Malta, Por-
tugal, England

Enabling accesses to child
care

Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
Czech Republic, Germany,
Estonia, Finland, France,
Croatia, Ireland, Malta, Po-

Source: Social Protection Committee, 2015

land, Romania, England

The resent trends show orientation of government’s policies towards

reduction of the institutional fragmentation of social benefits administration
by establishing one-stop-shop social services delivery model. The consolida-
tion of the non-insurance social benefits and in certain cases integration with
the unemployment allowances, in a unique specialized payment centre is ex-
pected to provide financial and procedural rationality and efficiency, as well



ANNUAIRE 407

as a higher degree of citizens’ rights protection. The fragmented administra-
tion for the same category of beneficiaries or family members, even within
the frame of one institution, leads to lower levels of efficiency and effective-
ness, due to time loss and increased expenses. Literature has documented se-
veral advantages of integrative administrative approaches, directed to cost
effectiveness and efficiency through avoiding activities duplicateon and ov-
erlapping, identification of gaps, errors and fraught in the system, avoiding
complex regulations for inter-agency collaboration, sharing of information
knowledge, expertise and resources.

When planning the administrative reforms for social benefits pay-
ment system, many of the countries included initiatives for integration with
employment policies and activation of the social assistance beneficiaries.
Those trends led to organizational changes designed to ensure integrated
delivery of services. The integration is realized vertically among different le-
vels of governance (as de-concentrated jurisdiction of the state government
offices or devolution of state competencies at regional or local level of self-
government) or horizontally (linking services provided by separated entities
at the same level of governance). The vertical integration reforms were con-
ducted in Denmark, Germany, Italy and Poland. The countries that under-
took activities for horizontal integration are divided in three groups: integra-
tion of the unemployment allowances administration (tax-financed and be-
nefits-based: Estonia), integration of the long-term unemployment allowan-
ces administration (collaboration between the employment agencies and the
municipal administration: Finland, Germany, Ukraine) and integration of all
functions for all types of beneficiaries (Austria, Norway) (Scharle, 2014). Se-
veral successful attempts of services integration have already been identified
in literature, generally in the Nordic countries and Great Britain. Great Brit-
ain, for example, concentrates the liabilities for the employment services and
social benefits (also regarding unemployment benefits and the social assis-
tance benefits) in one national agency, while there is a historically significant
fragmentation of liabilities between the different agencies and government
levels in France and the Netherlands (Mosley, 2011).

3. Trends in organizations of social services delivery

The guidelines for improvement of the social services provision in the
countries from South-East Europe are rooted in several conditions specific
for their evolution path (Fultz, Tracy, 2004):

- In the period following the 1990’s, the countries were facing a situa-
tion where the social protection, to a great extent, relied on large residential
institutions to provide care and protection, especially for children, older per-
sons and persons with disability. This organization is in conflict with the
protection based on the human rights” principle. Also, residential protection
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is costly, requires large investments, maintenance and staff. As a result, most
governments are engaged in efforts to reduce residential care in favour of
community-based alternatives.

- The de-institutionalization process is especially present in the coun-
tries from the former communist block with weakly developed services net-
work. Moreover, the transition brought new social problems (unemploy-
ment, poverty, social exclusion) while casting light on some pre-existing o-
nes (alcohol and drugs addiction, human trafficking). Together, these condi-
tions have caused enormous need for developing a wide range of social ser-
vices. Many of the countries revised the relevant normative acts and have le-
gally projected wide range of community-based social services.

- The public efforts for developing a comprehensive system of social
services are limited by several reasons: lack of resources and trained staff as
well as inefficient inter-agency and multi-sectoral cooperation. As a result,
the administrative reform initiatives are oriented towards decreasing the sta-
te monopole in the social area, and inclusion of the non-state actors in social
services delivery. This is drafting a detailed legislation for implementation of
social contracting and inclusion of different mechanisms for financing social
services delivery.

- The request for quality social services delivered by non-state actors
has imposed a need for introduction of a registration procedure and require-
ments for acquiring a work permit (license). Also, the countries develop
standards for providing different types of services, with the purpose to crea-
te unified criteria guaranteeing minimum quality.

- Neo-liberal approach to public policy boosted the possibilities for
social services purchase on the quasi market (social services marketization)
by determined price with clear regulation policies for complete or partial
payment release for the beneficiaries with insufficient incomes.

The integration in the European Union, and sharing the mutual val-
ues and principles with the old member states led to a certain degree of so-
cial policies convergence. Yet, the modalities for adaptation and re-organiza-
tion of the social services vary between the member states also, thus reflect-
ing certain differences in the national institutional frameworks. Essentially,
organizational and managerial reforms of the social services delivery in the
member states are driven by four directions, each with the aim for increasing
the efficiency and the effectiveness of the social service provision (Social Pro-
tection Committee, 2013):

- Performance measurement: Introduction of performance measure-
ment systems, including key performance indicators, and consideration of
the information gained as a result of performance measurement in the proc-
esses of decision making.
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- Service beneficiary orientation and access to social rights: quality
and efficiency improvement, especially by direct information feedback be-
tween the beneficiaries and the service providers, increased autonomy of the
beneficiaries and strengthened capacity for social inclusion. Various models
of beneficiary engagement are developed depending on whether he/she is
treated as a citizen enjoying human rights (welfarist approach), consumer
with possibility for choice and exit (consumerist approach) or involvement
in the processes (participationist approach). In practice, the chosen strategies
are generally a mixture of these different models.

- Integration of welfare and health services: from a historical point of
view, health and social services are organized by different institutional ac-
tors, fragmented in specialized services. Examples for integration of the ser-
vices in the field of long-term care can be found in Italy (Lombardy), where
health care vouchers are used (social and health).

- Decentralization: general tendency in the member states, although,
in most of them, a number of social policy instruments remains in the com-
petency of the state authorities. Besides formulation of political goals and
adoption of legislation, the state has a regulatory and monitoring authority
over most of the national social insurance, social protection and employment
institutions.

- Changing the forms of regulation and social networks management:
market-oriented regulation (from regulations for public programming to-
wards market regulation).

Conclusion

The Republic of Macedonia is facing a significant challenge for the re-
form of the social protection system. The experience of other countries with
administrative reforms in this area may serve as a significant resource in de-
veloping normative solution and strengthening the institutional capacities
for the realization of the social protection activities. The lessons learned from
the implemented reforms show that the key factor in the processes of trans-
fer of knowledge and good practices is the adaptation to the local context.
Based upon this, countries searching for new institutional solutions for re-
structuring of the social protection systems should review the examples of
reform activities implemented in a socio-political framework similar to
theirs.

Basically, three main dimensions, that should be considered in the in-
stitutional analysis, are identified: the broader social context in which reform
is being implemented (history, tradition, influences, strategic goals), political
regulation (political system, organization of the local self-government, de-
gree of centralization/decentralization) and the existing institutional arran-
gements of the social security system.
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Experiences of the European countries engaged in administrative re-
form activities of the social protection system can serve as a significant reso-
urce for drafting institutional solutions adjustable to the local context:

- Normative regulation of the social protection system in one legal
text is not always the best legislative solution, since it creates a complicated
legal framework with many general provisions that are hard to follow, espe-
cially from beneficiaries’ point of view.

- Central governance of the social security system through one minis-
try enables a holistic approach and connection between the social protection
and the social insurance systems. Competencies' division within many min-
istries often leads to an overlap of authorizations, loss of energy in long and
tiring negotiation processes for certain budget solutions, establishment of
different agencies, and increased administrative expenses.

- Integration of the non-insurance social benefits administration in
one specialized central payment system with deconcentrated regional offices
and contact places in the local self-government units.

- Decentralization of services on local level by creating a strong cen-
tral mechanism for regulation, supervision and financing.

- Drafting clear, simple and transparent rules for social contracting
with non-state providers of social services, minimum quality standards,
work permit (license), price regulation and participation in payment.

Several key factors have been identified as a pre-condition that deter-
mines the reforms' success: clear division of competencies between the cen-
tral and local government, sustainable sources for social services financing,
transparent contract mechanisms and a system for legal monitoring and pro-
fessional supervision. The quality of the public administration, its capacity
to articulate the goals and implement the political solutions may also affect
policy outcomes, especially in case of complex institutional reforms. Finally,
the institutional changes may be constrained by the historical roots of welfa-
re regimes, which set states on distinct trajectories that tend to be difficult to
reverse. Differences in the bureaucratic tradition or the institutional culture
of the organizations that should change have also been identified as impor-
tant barriers of successful institutional reform of the social protection. Such
rigidities are likely to affect the transferability and the success of particular
institutional arrangements recognized as good practices in other countries.
This means that the lessons learned from the experiences of other countries
can be applicable only with significant adjustments based on a comprehensi-
ve analysis and consideration of the differences in the local context (Scharle,
2014).
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