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English abstract

Europe is experiencing a “demographic crisis” because of population ageing. The economic old age
dependency ratio, defined as the inactive aged 65 and above relative to the employed aged 20-64, was 43.1
in 2016 and is projected to increase to 68.5 by 2070. Such changes will particularly affect employment and
social policy fields but there is little literature on how policymakers approach this issue. As the executive
branch of the European Union and an important ideational agenda-setter, the dissertation investigates the
European Commission’s approach to demographic change. Specifically, I examine how ideas and
institutions govern the Commission’s construction of demographic change in the context of employment
and social policy. Applying ideational and institutionalist theories, a framing paper and three papers
address the subject using qualitative analyses of publicly available reports on employment and social issues
and interviews with Commission officials. The findings suggest that the Commission faces a politicised
institutional context that seems to limit the capacity for innovative thinking on demographic change. The
strength of existing policy ideas on the labour market, especially the importance of economic growth and
increasing employment rates of underrepresented labour market groups, creates a path dependency that
makes it difficult for the Commission to innovate ideationally. In the case of active ageing, which the final
paper explores, I use institutional logics to explain why the Commission has difficulty bridging traditional
dividing lines between economically oriented and socially oriented ideas, but also under what conditions
the different ideas tend to win. In conclusion, the dissertation suggests that not only institutional
constraints but also the slow-burning nature of the demographic crisis is influencing the Commission’s
ability to innovate ideationally on the topic. The finding is important for our understanding of how

policymakers address other slow-burning crises.






Dansk resumé

Europa gennemgar en “demografisk krise” pa baggrund af befolkningsaldring. Forholdet mellem antallet
af inaktive @ldre over 65 ar og antallet af dem i arbejde mellem 20 og 64 &r var 43,11 2016 og forudsiges at
stige til 68,5 1 20770. Sddanne forandringer vil serligt pavirke arbejdsmarkedet og socialpolitik, men der er
ikke meget litteratur, der underseger, hvordan de politiske beslutningstagere adresserer emnet. Som den
udegvende arm af den Europaiske Union og en vigtig idémeessig spiller, som er med til at seatte
dagsordenen, undersgger afhandlingen den Europaiske Kommissions indstilling til demografiske
forandringer. Specifikt undersgger jeg, hvordan idéer og institutioner styrer Kommissionens konstruktion
af demografiske forandringer i kontekst af arbejdsmarkeds- og socialpolitik. Et rammeszttende dokument
og tre artikler undersgger emnet ved hjelp af idémeessige og institutionelle teorier. Metodisk benytter
afhandlingen sig af kvalitative analyser af offentligt tilgeengelige rapporter om arbejdsmarkeds- og sociale
forhold samt interviews med embedsméend i Kommissionen. Resultaterne antyder, at Kommissionen stir
overfor en institutionel kontekst, som tilsyneladende begranser kapaciteten for innovativ teenkning om
demografiske forandringer. Steerke idéer om arbejdsmarkedspolitik, serligt vigtigheden af gkonomisk
vaekst og af at oge beskeftigelsesniveauet, skaber en stiathangighed, som gor det svaert for Kommissionen
at innovere idémaessigt. I sagen om aktiv aldring, som den sidste artikel underseger, bruger jeg
institutionelle logikker til at forklare, hvorfor Kommissionen har svert ved at bygge bro over traditionelle
skel mellem gkonomisk-orienterede og socialt-orienterede idéer, men ogsd under hvilke forhold de
forskellige idéer har tendens til at vinde frem. Afslutningsvist antyder afhandlingen, at ikke kun
institutionelle begraensninger, men ogsd den langsomtbreendende demografiske krise, péavirker
Kommissionen’s evne til at innovere idémaessigt. Resultatet er vigtigt for vores forstaelse af, hvordan de

politiske beslutningstagere adresserer andre langsomtbrandende kriser.
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Introduction

Europe is experiencing a “demographic crisis” because of population ageing (Demeny, 2016; European
Commission, 2017). Europeans are living longer and having fewer children, resulting in fewer people of
working age and higher numbers of dependants. Such dynamics are slow to take effect and slow to change.
They are the result of high fertility rates in the late 1940s and 1950s (known as the baby-boom generation)
followed by decades of decreasing fertility rates from the 1960s until today. Additionally, health care — both
the quality of it and access to it — has improved dramatically over the past 70 years, so we are living longer.
These two factors — declining fertility rates and increasing longevity (measured in terms of declining
mortality rates) — lead to population ageing and shrinkage. We may consider such developments in a
positive light. For example, in the context of the climate crisis, having fewer children decreases CO,
emissions, reducing our pressure on the environment (Wynes and Nicholas, 2017). However, the main
response to demographic change is a concern for the continued economic and social sustainability of our

societies.

We can illustrate these concerns with dependency ratios. There are various definitions of dependency
ratios. The old age dependency ratio, defined as the age group of 65 years and above relative to the working-
age population of 15-64 years (Wo6ss and Tiirk, 2011: 2), was 31.4 in 2019 in the EU and is projected to
increase to 54.0 by 2070 (Eurostat, 2019a).! However, we may also want to consider economic activity,
particularly because not everyone in the working age population is in employment. The economic old age
dependency ratio, defined as the inactive aged 65 and above relative to the employed aged 20-64,2 was 43.1

in 2016 and is projected to increase to 68.5 by 2070 (European Commission, 2018d: 37).3

These EU-wide figures mask great variation amongst the European countries. While no EU Member State

had fertility rates above the replacement rate of 2.1 children per woman in 2018 (Eurostat, 2019b), some

1 The 2019 figure includes the UK while the 2070 projection does not.

2 Note that the definition of working-age population has changed from ages 15-64 to 20-64. Such changes to age groups
influence the subsequent dependency ratios significantly (Woss and Tiirk, 2011). Demographers change them to reflect
new societal realities. In this case, young people stay in education for longer today than they did in the past, so
demographers have increased the lower limit for the working-age population from 15 to 20 years. Note, though, that
Eurostat still uses the 15-64 age group, while the European Commission, when they present their own calculations in
various reports, increasingly use the age group 20-64 (see e.g. European Commission, 2017, 2018, but contrast with
European Commission 2019). Thus, the change is also a matter of definition. Another example is the increase in the
upper age limit of the working-age population from 64 to 74, which reflects increasing pension ages (European
Commission, 2018d: 37). However, this is less commonly applied.

3 These figures include the UK.
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countries have higher fertility rates than others. Higher fertility rates postpone the tipping point at which
deaths will outweigh births. France, Sweden, Denmark, and Ireland have all had fertility rates above 1.7
children per woman consistently over the last few decades. Other countries rely on high levels of
immigration to sustain population growth — this includes Germany and Spain — even as they experience a
negative natural change, i.e. more deaths than births (Eurostat, 2019c). Finally, several countries are
already experiencing depopulation from natural change, migration flows, or both (Bulgaria, Greece,
Croatia, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, Portugal, and Romania) (Eurostat, 2019c). Thus,
demographic change is a pertinent topic for European policymakers. Although other advanced
industrialised economies, particularly Japan, are also facing demographic challenges, this dissertation

limits itself to examining European Union policy responses.

So what are European Union policymakers doing to tackle demographic change? The European Union’s
executive branch and administrative body, the European Commission, is aware of the challenges of
population ageing. Let me present a short chronology of the Commission’s output on the issue. Following
a Green Paper in 2005 (Commission of the European Communities, 2005), the Commission issued a
Communication on demographic change in 2006 outlining an “overall strategy” to address the challenge
of population ageing (Commission of the European Communities, 2006). However, the Commission has
not issued a follow-up Communication (Seabrooke et al., 2019: 9—10), which is otherwise the norm if the
topic still has salience within the EU system. In the Communication, the Commission committed
themselves to publishing a report on the long-term sustainability of public finances based on population
projections. This morphed into the Ageing Report, published every three years by the Directorate-General
for Economic and Financial Affairs (European Commission, 2006, 2009a, 2012e, 2015¢, 2018d). The
Communication also marked the beginning of bi-annual demography forums, hosted by the Directorate-

General for Employment and Social Affairs4 in 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2013 but then discontinued.5

4 Directorate-Generals often change name and area of responsibility when a new Commission takes office. This
dissertation focuses on two Directorate-Generals (or DGs) that have remained relatively stable over time, so I will not
refer to such changes when it comes to them. Today’s DG for Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion was the DG
for Employment, Social Affairs, and Equal Opportunities in 2006. I will refer to it throughout as the DG for
Employment and Social Affairs (DG EMPL). The DG for Economic and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN) has not had
another name in the past two decades to my knowledge.

5 Desk research. See First European Demography Forum
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?eventsId=120&catId=88&furtherEvents=yes&langld=en&); Second
European Demography Forum
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?eventsId=121&catld=88&furtherEvents=yes&langld=en&); Third European
Demography Forum
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?eventsId=284&catld=88&furtherEvent

s=yes&langld=en&), and The Fourth
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Finally, the Commission — spear-headed again by the Directorate-General for Employment and Social
Affairs — also used to publish demography reports, which were follow-ups to the 2006 Communication,
but they have since been discontinued (Commission of the European Communities, 2007; European

Commission, 2008, 2011, 2012a, 2015a).

Thus, the only Commission initiative that remains from the 2006 Communication on demographic change
is the Ageing Report, published every three years and rooted in the Directorate-General for Economic and
Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN). The Commission has discontinued all other efforts for which the
Directorate-General for Employment and Social Affairs (DG EMPL) was responsible. Demographic change
seems to have all but disappeared from the Commission’s agenda in spite of apparent awareness of the

issue.

There may be good explanations for why awareness does not lead to concrete Commission action on
demographic change. The three main components of demographic change are difficult for EU policymakers
to address. First, declining fertility rates have macro-level societal consequences but policymakers consider
them a micro-level private matter. Directly attempting to encourage higher rates of fertility is not
compatible with the principles of individual liberty and democratic values on which the EU was
established.¢ Second, declining mortality rates are fundamentally a positive development and speak to the
EU goal of promoting the well-being of its citizens.” However, EU competence only covers the field of health
marginally and in spite of Commission efforts to expand EU competences, it remains a national concern

(Jensen, 2016).

An important third component of demographic change is migration. While higher immigration than
emigration to a region will compensate for naturally declining populations in the short run, it is not a long-

term solution to demographic change for both political and practical reasons. Politically, the 2015

Demography Forum
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?eventsId=284&catld=88&furtherEvents=yes&langld=en&) (all accessed 11
May 2020).
6 However, populist governments of EU Member States do directly encourage couples to have more children,
financially rewarding families with more children. See, for example, the Polish government’s efforts at increasing
fertility rates (https://www.acton.org/publications/transatlantic/2017/02/17/wealth-redistribution-wont-solve-
Poland-demographic-crisis, accessed 11 May 2020) and the Hungarian government’s 2019 action plan for families
(https://www.cnbe.com/2019/02/11/have-four-or-more-babies-in-hungary-and-youll-pay-no-income-tax-for-
life.html, accessed 11 May 2020).

7 The EU in brief, Goals and values of the EU <https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/eu-in-brief en>, last
published 31 March 2020, accessed 11 May 2020.
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immigration crisis and the rise of populist anti-immigration parties around Europe has made immigration
from countries outside the EU a hotly contested issue (see e.g. Demeny, 2016). Additionally, the principle
of intra-EU mobility has increased internal imbalances between EU Member States (Hasselbalch, 2019),
so this has also become a taboo in relation to demographic change. Practically, although migrants on
average have a younger age profile than receiving populations upon arrival, they also age and thus come to
rely upon local welfare systems (Demeny, 2016). Thus, higher and higher levels of immigration would be
required to sustain naturally declining populations, making it an untenable solution. In summary, EU
policymakers are severely constrained when it comes to addressing the three main components of

demographic change.

However, even though the Commission cannot directly address these components for various reasons,
policymakers can influence population ageing through other policy areas. For example, childcare
availability and affordability can influence fertility decisions of individuals (Thévenon, 2014), which falls
into the realm of social policy and spills over into employment policy as it also affects women’s employment
rates. In fact, if we examine the Commission’s aforementioned strategy on demographic change in the 2006
Communication, it mentions five areas for policy action that are all connected to employment and social
policy (Commission of the European Communities, 2006). First, promoting “demographic renewal”, which
aims to increase fertility rates through e.g. improved work-life balance and increased availability of
childcare. Second, increasing employment rates amongst especially the elderly but also women. Third,
improving labour productivity rates. Fourth, receiving and successfully integrating immigrants. Fifth,
ensuring sustainable public finances through particularly pension reforms. Furthermore, the Directorate-
General for Employment and Social Affairs was the home for the 2006 strategy’s efforts, except the Ageing

Report.

The five areas of policy action combined with their administrative home suggests that the Commission
addresses demographic change primarily from the angle of employment and social policy. Additionally, it
seems logical for the Commission to address demographic change via employment and social policies.
First, demographic change will affect employment and social policy immensely, as illustrated by the
dependency ratios mentioned earlier. Second, the Commission has some competence in employment and
social affairs vis-a-vis Member States (Rhodes, 2015), which it does not have in e.g. health or immigration.

While some of this competence is in the legal realm e.g., anti-discrimination laws at the European level

16



(Hartlapp et al., 2014a: 64), in the context of demographic change, the relevant competence is rooted in
the soft power of benchmarking and peer review processes of the European Employment Strategy (see,
e.g., de la Porte and Nanz, 2004; Mailand, 2008). This is a realm of ideas, norms, and institutions. Thus,
this dissertation explores the Commission’s construction of demographic change in the context of

employment and social policies and subsequent policy suggestions.

I argue that to understand the Commission’s construction of demographic change, we must understand
the underlying ideas that help the Commission “reduce uncertainty, propose a particular solution to a
moment of crisis, and empower agents to resolve that crisis” (Blyth, 2002: 11). I thus argue that Europe’s
demographic change constitutes a crisis, a situation of institutional instability where the way we think
about our societies and economies no longer makes sense and we must reconfigure them. However,
demographic change is a case of a slow-burning crisis (Seabrooke and Tsingou, 2019), which extends
beyond normal political and business cycles (Tsingou, 2014). Because of the long timeframe, such crises
are not particularly obvious and receive little attention from policymakers and publics but they require a
substantial and long-term overhaul of policies. Under such conditions, we can expect actors to debate the
issue by bringing up competing ideas that help interpret the situation. However, there is little evidence of
competing ideas within the Commission’s output on demographic change in the context of employment

and social policies and the dissertation aims to help explain this puzzle.

This dissertation thus explores the following research question:

How do ideas and institutions govern the European Commission’s construction of

demographic change in the context of employment and social policy?

To answer this question, I have two research objectives:

1. Identify the European Commission’s ideas on demographic change within employment and social
policy; and

2. Explore the consequences of such ideas for the Commission’s employment and social policies.

17



I further break down these objectives in three papers, each with its own research question(s). Table 18

provides an overview of the papers and their publication status.

1. How does the European Commission conceptualise the issue of demographic change in the context
of employment and social policy, and what policy solutions does it offer — particularly in contrast
to the OECD?

2. Having discovered that the Commission perceives underrepresented groups in the labour market,
such as women, youth, and elderly, as low-hanging fruits for increasing employment rates, what
discourses, frames, and policies are associated with these three groups?

a. What are the implications of these discourses, frames, and policies for the asymmetry
between economic and social policies within the Commission?

3. Specifically on the elderly, how do internal conflicts between Directorate-Generals in the
Commission influence the construction of social policy issues such as active ageing and pension

reform?

Table 1: Status of the papers

Paper Title Publication status

1 The European Commission’s Ideas on Submitted to Social Policy & Administration
Demographic Change: Institutional
constraints and politicised issues

2 The European Commission’s Ideas on Under second review at European Politics &
Integrating Underrepresented Groups into Society
the Labour Market

3 Institutional Logics in the European Submitted to Global Social Policy following
Commission: Competition and revisions based on comments from reviewers
complementarity on active ageing and at Comparative European Politics

pension reform

I show that ideas and institutions govern the Commission’s construction of demographic change in several
ways. The dissertation’s first paper finds that the Commission defines demographic change in terms of
existing economic ideas, potentially because of the institutional constraints of the European Union
architecture. In line with this, the Commission’s favoured policy solution is increasing employment rates,
a policy approach originating in the European Employment Strategy. Alternative policy solutions, such as

automation and immigration, are too politically sensitive for the Commission to advocate, although in

8 Note that table numbers, figure numbers, and footnotes start over from 1 at the beginning of each of the three papers.
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different ways. The Commission thus faces a politicised institutional context that seems to limit the

capacity for innovative thinking on demographic change.

Having discovered that the Commission perceives underrepresented groups in the labour market, such as
women, youth, and elderly, as low-hanging fruits for increasing employment rates, the second paper
explores the Commission’s ideas on the labour market integration of these groups. I argue that the strength
of existing policy ideas on the labour market, especially the importance of economic growth and a focus on
supply-side policy fixes, creates a path dependency that makes it difficult for the Commission to innovate
ideationally. The findings confirm the continuation of the EU’s “social asymmetry” (Scharpf, 2002), where

social priorities are subordinated to fiscal priorities.

Importantly, the internal workings of the Commission also affect these processes, which I explore in a
limited fashion in the second paper but more thoroughly in the dissertation’s third paper. Different
Directorate-Generals in the Commission hold different sets of ideas about our society (Hartlapp et al.,
2014b) and so understanding what determines which ideas win is important. The existing literature on the
Commission suggests that the Commission often acts in compartmentalised ways, having difficulty
bridging the various departments of the Commission (Hustedt and Seyfried, 2016; Knill et al., 2018). By
combining ideational and organisational institutionalist literature, I help further this literature by using
institutional logics (Thornton et al., 2012) to explain why the Commission, in the case of its active ageing-
policy, has difficulty bridging traditional dividing lines between economically oriented and socially

oriented ideas but also under what conditions the different ideas tend to win.

The dissertation proceeds as follows. In this framing paper, I set out the empirical, theoretical, and
methodological background of the research. I provide the empirical background in three sections: first, a
review of the literature on ideas about demographic change; second, a section on the employment and
social policies at the EU-level; and, third, a review of the Commission as a potential policy entrepreneur in
this policy field. Then, the theoretical section outlines the combined ideational and institutional framework
applied in the dissertation. Finally, the methodological section explains and justifies the research approach
chosen. Then, the dissertation’s empirical contributions follow in the three papers. Finally, the conclusion

puts the research into perspective and outlines avenues for future research.
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Engaging with demography: studying international
organisations’ ideas about demographic change

This section outlines existing approaches to analysing demographic change in political economy. I show
that I am not the first to analyse demographic change from an ideational angle but that the literature is

nascent and the approach underexplored.

Understanding demographic change involves understanding the field of demography. At the most
elementary level, demography is the study of changes to populations, primarily in terms of the three
components of population change: fertility, mortality, and migration (United Nations, 2019b).
Demographers also study population characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, marital status,
educational attainment, and employment status (Prskawetz et al., 2018). Estimating and accurately
predicting major demographic trends, such as population growth or shrinkage, population ageing, and
migration is important for policymakers to be able to formulate appropriate economic and social policies.

As Piketty points out:

...Iit is important to decompose the growth of output into two terms: population growth
and per capita output growth. In other words, growth always includes a purely
demographic component and a purely economic component...

(Piketty, 2017: 92)

Piketty simplifies the situation, as he emphasises later, because several different indicators go into
measuring the ‘demographic component’ and the ‘economic component’ with important consequences for
the results.? However, his main point is clear: there is a strong link between demographics and economics
(see also Peterson, 2017). For example, whether potential economic growth will lead to increased standards
of living requires knowledge of whether and by how much the population will grow because more people
will have to share the value of the increased output if the population is growing. This kind of relationship
between demographic and economic components led the Chinese state to implement the one-child policy,

the infamous social engineering-experiment aimed at bringing down fertility rates, halting population

9 For the demographic component important indicators include employment rates, the size of the working-age
population, and dependency ratios (European Commission, 2018d; Peterson, 2017).
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growth, and thus increase per capita income at great human cost (Greenhalgh, 2003). Importantly, and to
return to the point that how we measure the demographic component is crucial, research shows that ideas
about the demographic situation in China and the appropriate response to it were foundational to the
emergence of the one-child policy (Greenhalgh, 2003). Scientists used data in a particular manner to tell a
story about the population situation in China, which became built into policy. Although one might argue
that the Chinese case is special, in particular because of the authoritarian political system, the story still
bears an important lesson: how we analyse and subsequently interpret and project societies’ demographic
developments — in other words, which ideas underpin the analyses — may have far-reaching and significant

effects.

Considering, then, the importance of ideas about demography for economic and political analyses, it is
surprising that political economists have not engaged more with the issue. The limited attention paid to
political demography so far (Goldstone et al., 2012; Teitelbaum, 2015) indicates an unwillingness to engage
with the issue. We may think of various reasons for this: the history of eugenics associated with population
policies, a belief that politics can hardly affect demographic trends, or (vice versa) that demographic
changes hardly affect politics (Teitelbaum, 2015). While the first reason is notable, the history of the issue
should not prevent us from analysing it. As for the last two reasons, neither are true in practice — although,
ironically, such ideas will also affect demographic developments and their societal consequences, as I will

argue.

This is not to say that researchers have not analysed demography. In fact, recent studies consider
demography an important component of political analyses. For example, researchers have studied how
states conduct demographic engineering, rearranging ethnic groups in border areas to prevent cross-
border insurgencies (McNamee and Zhang, 2019). Another study shows how demography has affected the
evolution of nationhood in Israel (Abulof, 2014). Such contributions are ensconced in the nascent literature
on political demography, which aims to study demography as “a major driver of politics alongside classic
materialist, idealist, and institutional perspectives.” (Kaufmann and Toft, 2012: 4) The approach

contributes to our understanding of geopolitical developments.

However, this dissertation focuses on how ideas about demographic changes are essential for

understanding politics, suggesting a combined ideational-demographic approach. Although demographic
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change is a real and tangible structural development that policymakers must respond to, the way in which
said policymakers interpret and think about the demographic changes shapes their responses. We find
evidence of this in the existing research, but it is rarely emphasised. For example, the paper on state-
sponsored demographic engineering concludes that the findings have important consequences for
international efforts to limit the practice (McNamee and Zhang, 2019). For example, international
sanctions are currently in place against China for its human rights-violating treatment of the ethnic group
of Uyghurs in the Xinjiang province. However, getting bordering countries, such as Afghanistan, to commit
to not providing bases for insurgent groups might be more effective than sanctions. In other words, the
ideas the international community holds on such demographic engineering do not align with the ideas held
by the governments conducting the demographic engineering, and this affects international relations.
Similarly, the study of the discourse on demography in Israel shows that the idea that the state of Israel
should consist of a Jewish majority, rather than a binational state of Jews and Arabs, has been imperative
for Zionists since the beginning of discussions to create a Jewish homeland (Abulof, 2014). This idea has
affected Israel’s geopolitical decisions such as halting military advancement in 1949 following the Arab-
Israeli War in 1948. Further military advancement would have left the democratic Israel with an Arab
majority in the Knesset, the Israeli parliament, which ran counter to the essential Zionist idea of a Jewish
majority in Israel. Thus, the importance of ideas about demography in international relations and

geopolitics is evident.

Ideas about demography may traditionally have been strongly rooted in nationalism and the context of the
state. However, the rise of international cooperation and the increase in the number of international
organisations means that policymakers and bureaucrats at several levels increasingly deal with topics
previously reserved for the national arena (see, e.g., Broome and Seabrooke, 2012; Buchanan and Keohane,
2006). Arguably, this is also the case for demography. For example, many international organisations now
provide their member countries with accumulated population statistics and projections, such as the United
Nations (e.g., United Nations, 2019b), the OECD,© and the EU.m Furthermore, such international
organisations are increasingly the home of norm creation that affects national policymaking (Kentikelenis

and Seabrooke, 2017). Researchers have analysed the strength of the EU — both in terms of its legal power

10 See, e.g., OECD (2020), Population (indicator). doi: 10.1787/d434f82b-en (Accessed on 13 May 2020)
11 See, e.g., Eurostat (2020), Population: demography, population projections, census, asylum & migration — Overview.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population/overview (Accessed 13 May 2020)
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(Vauchez, 2008) and its soft, ideational power (de la Porte and Heins, 2015). Finally, although
demographic developments differ from country to country, the trend of population ageing prevails

amongst advanced, industrialised societies, particularly in Europe.

Thus, considering these developments, I argue that it is increasingly important to study the ideas about
demography expressed by international organisations to be able to understand policy developments on the
topic. The international organisations do not just provide population statistics but also interpretations of
such demographic indicators. Because numbers are rarely ‘just numbers’: for example, macroeconomic
indicators carry important ideational power (Miigge, 2016). Therefore, although it is outside the scope of
this dissertation to analyse the origins and ideational power of the numbers predicting demographic
changes in Europe, I seek to understand what underlying worldviews and paradigms shape the
interpretations of those numbers and what consequences such interpretations have for policies. Such
questions relate also to the distribution of resources and power between different actors in the policy

sphere: whose ideas win in the interpretation-game?

Sending and Neumann’s (2006) case of international population policy in the twentieth century is an
interesting example of such an analysis. They show how international population policy evolved from one
focused on controlling global population growth, particularly in the Global South, to one more focused on
human rights, particularly the rights of women in the face of policies attempting to control fertility. This
occurred through a process of changing perceptions about non-state actors and their place in governance.
So while population growth did not slow significantly in the Global South in the period examined by
Sending and Neumann, ideas about population policy shifted to focus on a different concern, namely that
of the rights of the individuals — women — at the receiving end of (pro- or anti-) natalist policies. This is an
example of how underlying worldviews influence the interpretation of demographic statistics and

subsequently affect policies aimed at controlling or mitigating demographic consequences.

Understanding policymakers’ interpretation of and response to demographic change is especially
important in light of current demographic developments facing advanced industrialised countries in
Europe: falling fertility rates, population ageing, and increased levels of global migration. In spite of

national variation, the trends are continent-wide and the consequences will affect all of Europe, changing
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the European economy, social coherence, and political stability (Boussemart and Godet, 2018; Demeny,

2016).

There is hardly any research on how European policymakers are addressing this significant issue. However,
the research that does exist shows that demographic change in Europe is in a policy vacuum where neither
the public, interest organisations, nor European Commission bureaucrats engage with the issue
(Seabrooke et al., 2019). The prioritisation of economic over social policies since the Euro crisis of 2011-12
within the Commission (Copeland and Daly, 2018; de la Porte and Heins, 2015) has led to the favouring of
the Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs’ more economically-focused approach to
demography. Their Ageing Report uses optimistic productivity growth projections that downplay the
urgency of demographic change (Seabrooke et al., 2019: 7). In contrast, the more socially-focused
Directorate-General for Employment and Social Affairs’ efforts at creating a coherent demographic
change-agenda were shut down (Seabrooke et al., 2019: 9). This leaves Europe in a situation where the
Commission — as the important agenda-setter and information provider — cannot and does not act

consistently on demographic change.

The existing research on demographic change in Europe thus points to the Commission’s important role
in addressing the issue — but also the Commission’s relative failure to do so. My dissertation expands on
this nascent literature by digging deeper into the Commission’s understanding and construction of
demographic change and proposed policy response. I focus on employment and social policy because the
literature points to this having the greatest potential for a unified framework on demographic change. How,
then, is the field of EU employment and social policy understood? I now turn to literature in this field to

situate the dissertation there as well.
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Employment and social policies in Europe: the little
brother of economic policies

Following an introduction to EU competences on employment and social policy, this section reviews the
discussions on the asymmetry between economic and social policies in the EU. Scholars have long shown
the dominance of economic policies — both in terms of policy output and in terms of ideational power —
over social policies in both structure and discourse of the EU. In fact, there is a “constant tension between
the goal of delivering an EU-wide market order versus the desire to ensure social solidarity” (Manners and
Rosamond, 2018: 32) and it is one of the key dilemmas of European studies. This backdrop is important
for the dissertation, as it relates to the relative importance of certain ideas compared to other ideas in the

EU system and their potential impact on the Commission’s approach to demographic change.

While I generally consider employment and social policy under one umbrella in this dissertation, let us
briefly explore the different EU competences in these two fields. To begin with social policy, there is little
formal integration of social policy at the EU level (Leibfried, 2015). However, since the 1992 Social Protocol
of the Maastricht Treaty, the European Commission has had the competence to initiate legislation on a
range of employment and social issues, effectively establishing EU social policy (Menz, 2019).
Furthermore, scholars argue that integration in other policy areas, particularly economic policy, has led to
a situation where the EU institutions have more power over social policy than the Treaties state (Leibfried,
2015). Direct policy pressures has led to the setting of some social standards at the EU level. However,
spillover from market integration and the integration of economic policies has led to pressures for
convergence amongst national welfare states and severe restrictions in terms of social spending, to which

I will return later (e.g. de la Porte and Heins, 2015).

Employment policy is a different matter. There is a strong legal basis for EU-level employment rights
coupled with the EU-level social dialogue, instituted particularly following the Maastricht Treaty in 1992
(Rhodes, 2015). Additionally, there is the European Employment Strategy and associated Open Method of
Coordination, to which I return in the following paragraphs but which, however, have lost traction in recent

years (Pefia-Casas, 2013; Rhodes, 2015).

Although EU-level integration of employment and social policy is at different stages, scholars often

consider them together as areas of EU soft law governance. Tholoniat (2009), for example, mentions the
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‘soft law paradox’ in employment and social policy fields as the balance between the need for policy
momentum and the need for institutional predictability. The differences between these two policy fields

become smaller still when you compare them with the integration of economic policy at the EU-level.

Much of the literature on employment and social policies in Europe thus attempts to understand the
inherent asymmetry between economic and social policy (Heidenreich and Bischoff, 2008). Further
economic integration — specifically market integration and liberalisation — dominates European
integration efforts and has done so since the inception of the European Economic Community (Scharpf,
2002). The six founding countries focused on economic integration during the initial negotiations leading
to the Treaties of Rome and only institutionalised some social policies, specifically labour market anti-
discrimination laws (Scharpf, 2002).12 These laws remain, to this day, the strongest social competences of
the EU (Hartlapp et al., 2014a: 63).13 Later efforts to harmonise social policy have become increasingly
difficult as the six founding countries both expanded their own welfare states — but in different ways — and
as membership expansion led to increasingly heterogeneous Member States (Crespy and Menz, 2015;

Scharpf, 2002).

This situation was exacerbated by the response to, first, the Eurosclerosis of the 1980s and, second, the
Eurozone crisis in 2009-10, where economic integration accelerated and deepened while social policy-
integration was left behind. The internal market programme and the commitment to a monetary union in
the early 1990s constituted a deepening of economic, “market-making” policies but left social, “market-
correcting” policies behind (Scharpf, 2002). The Stability and Growth Pact was introduced in 1997 to
ensure compliance with the aims of the Economic and Monetary Union, EMU, placing limits on public debt
and budget deficit (de la Porte and Heins, 2015). This constrains Member States in terms of social policies,
especially during economic crises and recessions, as there is little leeway to increase social spending to
shore up the externalities of the economic cycle (de la Porte and Heins, 2015). Although monetary policy
competence now resides with the EU, fiscal policy is caught between, on the one hand, the pressures
exerted by the Stability and Growth Pact on public finances, and on the other hand, the fact that fiscal

policy remains a national competence (de la Porte and Heins, 2015).

2 For a detailed walkthrough of the EU’s employment policy from the 1970s to the origins of the European Employment
Strategy in the late 1990s, see Goetschy (1999).
13 See Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh (2014a) for an analysis of recent developments on EU anti-discrimination regulation.
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For various reasons, but mainly as an attempt to counter the negative effects these developments was
having on the EU, a “social moment” happened at the EU level (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014). The 1997
Amsterdam Treaty introduced the European Employment Strategy, prioritising a ‘high level of
employment’ in the EU (Goetschy, 1999). Both the Commission and the Member States drove the process,
which eventually also resulted in the Open Method of Coordination (de la Porte, 2011). The OMC was a
novel policy instrument, most advanced in the field of employment, but extended to include other policy
areas, such as poverty and social inclusion, pensions, health care, innovation, and information society
(Heidenreich and Bischoff, 2008). The OMC is a soft law approach — as defined in relation to the hard law
of EU legislation (de la Porte and Pochet, 2012: 336) — employing iterative benchmarking, performance
evaluation, and peer review to achieve common European goals (Zeitlin, 2008). It thus allows mutual
learning at the EU level in policy areas governed by the principle of subsidiarity and where Member States
are so diverse as to preclude harmonisation (Goetschy, 2001: 406; Zeitlin, 2008). The impact of the OMC
has been difficult to assess, arguably because it has had a very limited impact on national policymaking (de

la Porte and Pochet, 2012).

The European Employment Strategy and its associated processes of the OMC were integrated into the
socioeconomic “governance architecture” (Borras and Radaelli, 2011) of the Lisbon Strategy in 2000
(Velluti, 2012). The goal of the Lisbon Strategy was to make the European Union “the most competitive,
sustainable, socially inclusive knowledge-based society” (Council of the European Union 2000 in
Armstrong, 2012b: 217). Policy actors conceived the idea for the grandiose project at the end of the 1990s
and it came to fruition at the Lisbon Summit in March 2000 (James, 2012). The strategy provided “a clear
and positive link between social, employment, and economic issues and [placed] the renewal of the
European social model at the heart of an integrated economic and employment strategy.” (Velluti, 2012:
91) It set several quantitative goals for the EU to reach by individual Member States’ efforts contributing
towards the average. This included a goal of a 70 per cent employment rate, including specifically a goal of
60 per cent for women and 50 per cent for older workers (Velluti, 2012). It also set goals for childcare
provision, reflecting the initial focus on gender equality that later became increasingly invisible (Rubery et

al., 2003).

14 The popular scepticism to further European integration following the Maastricht Treaty of 1992, combined with the
criticisms of democratic deficit of the EU-system and high levels of unemployment, led European policymakers —
particularly the President of the Commission, Jacques Delors — to further the employment agenda. (Goetschy, 1999)
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In spite of the goal to integrate economic and social priorities, the main ideational narrative of the Lisbon
Strategy — competitiveness — was controversial because of the emphasis on the economic aspect at the cost
of the social dimension (Armstrong, 2012b; James, 2012; Velluti, 2012). Through several rounds of review
and reform, including the Wim Kok and Sapir reports, the Lisbon Strategy was streamlined, intending to
simplify processes and integrate economic and social goals ever more (see figure 6.1 in Velluti, 2012: 92 for
an overview of the most important dates for EU employment policy 2000-2010). One of the key points
here is the merging of the Employment Guidelines with the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines into a set of
Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs (Heidenreich and Bischoff 2008). Scholars have shown that
this “integration” resulted in a reduced visibility of employment and social issues at both EU and national
levels (Daly, 2007; Velluti, 2012; Zeitlin, 2008). Overall, in spite of signs of convergence on key
employment indicators amongst the Member States until the Eurozone crisis (van Rie and Marx, 2012),
there is consensus that the Lisbon Strategy was a failure. The EU did not achieve its targets and is not likely
to have achieved them even if the Great Recession and subsequent Eurozone crisis had not taken place

(Borréas and Radaelli, 2011; Leschke et al., 2015; Mailand, 2008).

The goal of increased competitiveness was carried over into the Europe 2020 strategy (Armstrong, 2012b),
which signals the continued emphasis on economic aspects rather than the social dimension (Armstrong,
2012a). However, competitiveness was not included in the Europe 2020 mantra, which instead was “smart,
sustainable, and inclusive growth” (European Commission, 2010b). The idea of setting quantitative targets
was also carried over to Europe 2020: the overall employment rate target was set at 75 per cent (compared
to 70 per cent in the Lisbon Strategy), but targets for specific labour market groups were discontinued
(Armstrong, 2012b: 221). Analyses of the Europe 2020 strategy have shown that in spite of the prominent
place afforded social goals, they are loose and under-elaborated without a clear model for social
development (Daly, 2012). Furthermore, the austerity advocated by the economic and fiscal policies of

Europe 2020 run counter to the goal of inclusive growth through poverty reduction (Leschke et al., 2015).

While some scholars argue the “social moment” of the Amsterdam Treaty disappeared already from around
2005 (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014), around the time of the mid-term review of the Lisbon Strategy and
the loss of visibility, most point to the Eurozone crisis as the final nail in the coffin. However, scholars
debate whether the process since then has led to the EU leaving social policies behind (yet again) or

whether social policies at the EU level have experienced or will experience a revival. After the initial
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Keynesian, investment-focused response to the financial crash of 2008 (Schmidt, 2015: 41), the Eurozone
crisis of 2010-2014 led to further deepening of the economic integration. The European Semester,
launched in 2010, was a response to demand for stronger fiscal control mechanisms, particularly from the
European Central Bank, as the Eurozone crisis began to unfold (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014; Schmidt,

2015: 42).

The European Semester consists of several instruments of policy coordination — for both fiscal and social
policies — layered onto each other (de la Porte and Heins, 2015). On the fiscal side, the Six-Pack, Fiscal
Compact, and Two-Pack, introduced 2011-2013, are all relatively strong interferences in Member States’
governance. The Semester process allowed coordination and monitoring of Member States’ budget and
economic policies, effectively centralising powers with the Commission (Schmidt, 2015: 42). The
Commission gained “quasi-independent powers” in the European Semester with “discretionary authority
to enforce the various oversight functions of the macroeconomic imbalance and excessive deficit
procedure” (Schmidt, 2015: 41). For the program countries receiving bailouts, the consequences of a strong
centralisation and focus on numbers (the calculation of which is a disputed subject on its own) led to the
Troika’s enforcement of harsh austerity policies (see Helgadottir, 2016 for an analysis of the origins of the
austerity policies in an EU context; Schmidt, 2015: 42—43). In the aftermath, the IMF, as one part of the
Troika, even criticised the Commission for being too focused on compliance with EU rules and thus unable
to identify growth-enhancing structural reforms (Schmidt, 2015: 43). Arguably, for non-program

countries, the Commission was more flexible in its interpretation of the rules (Schmidt, 2015: 43).

On the social side, the Lisbon Strategy, the subsequent Europe 2020, the Euro-Plus Pact, the Social
Investment Package, and the Youth Guarantee are all weak — particularly in comparison to the fiscal
instruments. They are essentially voluntary, while the fiscal instruments are anything but voluntary (de la
Porte and Heins, 2015). Furthermore, the social initiatives have an underlying aim of increasing financial
sustainability, thus focusing on economic aims rather than social ones (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014).
Arguably, social instruments in the EU have been subjugated to economic and fiscal ones since the

inception of the European Employment Strategy in the late 1990s (Goetschy, 2001: 403).

On the European Commission’s role in this process, Crespy and Menz (2015) show that the Commission

has employed its considerable powers to promote an agenda of liberal market building rather than social
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regulation. Similarly, Menz (2019) demonstrates that the Commission crafted a strong liberal identity for
social and labour market policy under the Lisbon strategy of the 2000s, while the arguably more social
Europe 2020-agenda is unfocused and ultimately a ‘recycling’ of the liberal Lisbon strategy. Thus, scholars

argue that the Commission is a powerful actor in balancing (or not) economic and social policies in the EU.

In other parts of the EU system scholars have also found that social policies lag behind economic
integration. Finance ministers in the European Council are better positioned to control policy priorities in
the European Semester than ministers in the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs
Council (Maricut and Puetter, 2018). The social Country-Specific Recommendations support market
development rather than correcting for market failures (Copeland and Daly, 2018). The social investment-
paradigm is absorbed into stable, neoliberal agendas focused on fiscal discipline and deregulation in the
European Semester (Crespy and Vanheuverzwijn, 2019). Thus, social priorities are subordinated to fiscal
consolidation (Leschke et al., 2015), emphasising the relative dominance of liberal economic ideas over

approaches favouring higher levels of policy intervention.

In spite of some scholars’ insistence of the possibilities for a revival of social policies in the European
Semester (Zeitlin and Vanhercke, 2018), there thus seems to be agreement on the domination of economic
priorities over social ones in the EU-system, fuelled by Commission entrepreneurship and the political and
institutional context (Crespy and Menz, 2015). This has consequences for how I study the Commission’s
construction of demographic change in the employment and social policy fields. I expect some competition
between economic and social ideas in the construction of demographic change, probably with economic
ideas coming to dominate the construction. On the other hand, demographic change might also be an issue
on which the Commission can exercise some of its famous policy entrepreneurship to show acuity on social
matters with important economic consequences. Finally, it is also important to understand under which
circumstances social ideas may come to dominate economic ones, as they did in Europe’s “social moment”

of the late 1990s.

Next, I turn to understanding the Commission’s competencies and structure (again, in the context of

employment and social policy) to set the stage for the analyses in the dissertation’s three papers.
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The Commission: a potential policy entrepreneur

This section argues for the importance of the Commission as an agenda-setting actor and occasional policy
entrepreneur in the EU-system. Following a brief description of the Commission, the section discusses the
literature on both the internal and external dynamics that shape the Commission’s power and approach to
policymaking. The section clarifies two important premises of this dissertation: that the Commission is a

strong actor in the EU system — although not the only one — and that it is not a monolithic actor.

The Commission is both the executive branch of the European Union and its secretariat (Wallace and Reh,
2015). It plays a key role in the enforcement of EU rules in the Member States and demonstrates
institutional creativity in handling such situations. For example, the Commission created networks at both
supranational and subnational level to enforce EU rules on gender equality, a key social policy (van der
Vleuten, 2005). Similarly, in ensuring the rule of law in Member States, the Commission actively draws on

networks of international organisations, bypassing its institutional limits in the EU system (Coman, 2016).

In policymaking, the Commission has at least three important roles: it is an agenda-setter, an
administrative knowledge-house that ensures the consistency of EU action over time, and an efficient
broker between Member States and other EU actors (Tholoniat, 2009). I study it here for its agenda-setting
powers and for its proven track record as a policy entrepreneur (Crespy and Menz, 2015; Knill et al., 2016)
through, e.g., “the dissemination of best practices and models” (Radaelli, 2000: 38). The Commission has
arole as an ideational leader in developing a European policy identity, helping to steer the Member States
(Menz, 2019). On economic policy, the Commission has successfully crafted a shared “market-making”
discourse, which underpins its activities (Rosamond, 2012). Relying on its administrative
entrepreneurship routine (Knill et al., 2016), the Commission used its power effectively in both policy
initiation and formulation on environmental policy from the 1970s and onwards (Knill et al., 2018). On
employment and social policy, the Commission played an important role in the emergence of the European
Employment Strategy in the 1990s by crafting a shared discourse (Rhodes, 2015: 306). Thus, scholars have
demonstrated the importance of Commission policy entrepreneurship for EU integration processes, also
within employment and social policy. Scholars have even occasionally heralded the Commission as a

potential “social champion” of Europe because of its legal and rhetorical commitment to social rights
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(Parker and Pye, 2018). Thus, the Commission has a legacy and potential for establishing strong, shared

discourses in employment and social policy.

This comes with some caveats. The policy identity of the Commission on employment and social policy is
currently weaker than it has been in the past, partly because the Commission has been criticised for its
overreach (Menz, 2019). Furthermore, the power of the Commission is at any given time often enabled or
constrained by the political factors at play in the European Parliament (a co-legislator who increasingly
requests the Commission to examine an issue or propose legislation) and the Council and Member States

(Wonka, 2015), which I examine in greater detail in the section on external factors.

In this dissertation, I distinguish between the political and administrative levels of the Commission. The
College of Commissioners fills the political role of the EU’s executive. The Commissioners are elected for
five years at a time in a complex process involving both the European Council and the European Parliament
(Wallace and Reh, 2015: 74). The College’s priorities determine many of the Commission’s daily activities
(Tholoniat, 2009). The Commission also serves as the EU’s administration and bureaucracy with a total
staff of over 32,000 employees.!5 I focus on the European civil servants who conduct policy analyses and
write reports with the purpose of analysing the construction of demographic change over time. Parts of the
dissertation treat the Commission as monolithic but parts attempt to unpack the internal dynamics of the
Commission. Thus, I will briefly discuss the existing literature on these dynamics. Then, considering also
the importance of external dynamics on the workings of the Commission, particularly the College of

Commissioners and the political leadership in Member States, I briefly examine these as well.

Internal factors: competition between DGs

The Commission consists of more than thirty Directorate-Generals and several more executive agencies
and service departments.® Scholars argue that the Directorate-Generals (DGs) are very similar to
ministries in national governments (Hustedt and Seyfried, 2016). The multitude of DGs means that issue-

overlap, i.e. where an issue is addressed by several DGs, is common (Peters, 1994). On demographic

15 European Commission (2020) HR Key Figures: Staff Members. Accessed 3 June 2020
<https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-commission-hr key figures 2020 en.pdf>
16 European Commission (2020) Department and executive agencies. Accessed 4 June 2020
<https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments>
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change, for example, the DG for Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion (EMPL) is an important actor,
as already mentioned. However, pension reform — which affects and is affected by employment policies for
particularly older workers — is dealt with by the DG for Economic and Financial Affairs (ECFIN), which
also publishes the Ageing Report to project how demographic change affects public budgets. Additionally,
several other DGs are involved in related topics: the DG for Health and Food Safety (SANTE) promotes
active and healthy ageing to ensure a longer healthy lifespan of Europeans, while the DG for Financial
Stability, Financial Services, and Capital Markets Union (FISMA) regulates financial markets, including
private pension funds. This results in complex dynamics and occasional competition (see, e.g., Hustedt and

Seyfried, 2016).

The treatment of the Commission as anything but a monolithic actor is relatively recent. Hartlapp, Metz,
and Rauh (2013, 2014b) have studied the Commission’s internal workings in greater and more systematic
detail than before. Focusing on both issue framing and internal decision-making structures, they show that
coordination structures within the Commission favour the Secretariat-General and the lead DG on a given
issue (Hartlapp et al., 2013). Generally, they find that the DGs are the most relevant actor to study inside
the Commission to understand position formation (Hartlapp et al., 2014b). Based on extensive research of
policy processes, they create three ideal-types of position formation that may take place within the
Commission: technocratic problem-solving, ideologically-driven policy-seeking, or maximising the
Commission’s organisational competences (Hartlapp et al., 2014b). Finally, and interestingly, they adopt
a political economy perspective to critically assess the Commission’s problem-solving capacity and
acknowledge the problems created by “the imbalance between market-liberal and market-intervening
policies” in the EU (Hartlapp et al., 2014b: 10). I draw on Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh’s insightful research
by also focusing on DGs (to which I turn next) and by following the critical political economy perspective
to assess the consequences of imbalance between market-enhancing and market-correcting approaches in
the EU, as discussed in the previous section. However, considering that demographic change is a
socioeconomic issue with no specific policy outcome, an analysis along the lines of Hartlapp, Metz, and
Rauh’s would miss the mark, as they analyse policy processes of Commission proposals adopted by the

Council.

Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh were not the first to acknowledge that the Commission is not a monolithic actor.

In particular, scholars have distinguished between more social and more economic actors (Crespy and
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Menz, 2015: 757; de la Porte and Heins, 2015: 10; de la Porte and Pochet, 2014: 282). For example, DG
EMPL is considered a social actor and DG ECFIN an economic one. While DG EMPL was in a strong
position at the turn of the century, following the introduction of the European Employment Strategy and
the OMC process for some social policy areas, the table turned not long after to the advantage of DG ECFIN
and the associated market actors (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014). Scholars have shown that DG ECFIN’s
positioning leading up to the financial crisis resulted in it being centre stage during the crisis years 2008-
2014 (Copeland and Daly, 2018; de la Porte and Heins, 2015; de la Porte and Natali, 2018: 836). Thus,
scholars characterise DG ECFIN as a finance ministry with all the normative and cognitive ideational power
that comes with that (Schon-Quinlivan and Scipioni, 2017) and emphasise the centralisation of
Commission evaluation procedures in DG ECFIN (Schmidt, 2015: 43). DG ECFIN generally works with the
European Central Bank and other market actors to achieve their ends (de la Porte and Pochet, 2012: 344).
In contrast, DG EMPL relies on social dialogue with (weaker) social actors such as the European Trade
Union Confederation (ETUC) as an additional tool of policymaking, which has been downplayed since the

mid-2000s (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014).

Considering this evidence on the internal competition between economic and social actors within the
Commission and the general focus on studying international administrations to understand their decision-
making better (Knill et al., 2016), this dissertation focuses on the ideational power struggle between DG
EMPL and DG ECFIN. This places the dissertation’s emphasis in-between micro-level explanations
focusing on bureaucrats’ individual ideas and beliefs (e.g., Hooghe, 2005, 2012) and macro-level

explanations of organisational structures (e.g. Nugent and Saurugger, 2002).

External factors: Commission leadership and politics in Member States

When explaining the change(s) of power positions between DG EMPL and DG ECFIN over time, scholars
often rely on external factors. These include particularly the position of the Commission leadership and
the political majorities in Member States (de la Porte, 2011; de la Porte and Pochet, 2014). Although the
dissertation’s emphasis is on the ideational positions in-between the macro-level monolithic Commission
and the micro-level EU bureaucrats, I cannot single out ideational causes in the processes described here.

Therefore, I will briefly review these external factors as potential important influences on the Commission.
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On the Commission leadership, scholars often describe the Delors Commissions of the early 1990s as key
in developing an EU-level employment and social policy (de la Porte, 2011; Goetschy, 1999). On the other
hand, the scandal and resignation of the Santer Commission weakened the institution of the Commission
considerably (Nugent and Saurugger, 2002), even as it oversaw the institutionalisation of the European
Employment Strategy in the late 1990s (de la Porte, 2011). Scholars have described the Barroso
Commissions as particularly liberal and market building in their approach to policymaking, leading to the
de-prioritisation of social policies (Crespy and Menz, 2015; James, 2012). The recent Juncker Commission
oversaw a centralisation of powers in the hands of the Secretariat-General (Biirgin, 2018), which meant
that DG ECFIN was left in an even better position and arguably also led to a downplaying of demographic
change, as it fell between the cracks of a centralised Commission policy (Seabrooke et al., 2019). Finally,
the von der Leyen-Commission, which only recently took office and which is thus not part of this
dissertation, includes a Vice-President of democracy and demography, charged with producing a report on
the impact of demographic change on Europe and presenting a Green Paper on ageing.” Such political

priorities may lead to changing emphases on demographic change in the European Commission.

On the other hand, the changing Presidencies of the Council and general political mood in the Council may
also influence Commission action on certain policies. For example, de la Porte (2011) analyses the political
party leadership in the Council as part of her exploration of the relationship between the Council and the
Commission over the institutionalisation of the European Employment Strategy. Similarly, the balance
between economic and social actors in the EU is influenced by the number of left-leaning governments

among Member States (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014).

In summary, this dissertation emphasises the ideational factors at the meso-level of aggregate Commission
bureaucrats rather than either a monolithic Commission or a micro-level of individual bureaucrats. As to
factors (partially) external to the Commission, particularly the Commission leadership — the College of
Commissioners — and the political positions of Member States in the Council, I mention them when

relevant but do not analyse them as such.

17 European Commission (2019) Ursula von der Leyen’s Mission letter to Dubravka Suica, Vice-President for
Democracy and Demography, Brussels, 1 December 2019. Available at
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/sites/comm-

cwt2019/files/commissioner mission letters/mission-letter-dubravka-suica en.pdf. Accessed 10 February 2020.
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An ideational and institutionalist theoretical framework

This dissertation acknowledges the history of scholarly literature on the EU. This includes the debates on
European integration, focused on discovering the driving forces behind the creation of EU-level policies
(Moravcsik, 1993; Rosamond, 2005), and on Europeanisation, focused on discovering the effects of
European integration on Member States’ policies and practices (Radaelli, 2003). In line with Radaelli
(2000), I draw on a broader field of social science research in my study of the European Commission’s
construction of demographic change. I apply ideational and institutionalist theories to understand the
processes at play in the EU, acknowledging its unique complexity but rejecting that it might be unique in

its complexity.

Other scholars have employed ideational theories to explain EU policy processes. For example, Parsons
(2002, 2003) shows how a particular set of ideas developed amongst French policymakers after the Second
World War came to influence the institutionalised EU of today. Jabko (1999, 2006) shows how the
European Commission strategically constructed the policy proposal for a European monetary union in the
1980s and 1990s, building political support through ideas. In general, Saurugger (2013) shows that
ideational approaches are particularly useful in studying policymaking in the EU because of the high level
of issue and institutional complexity (see also Zahariadis, 2013). As Rosamond (2020: 1) puts it, “It is no

longer controversial to argue that ‘ideas matter’ in European integration.”

However, my case is different. Demographic change exists in a policy vacuum in the European Union, i.e.
there is no uptake on the issue (Seabrooke et al., 2019).18 I study demographic change in the context of
employment and social policy, which is where the European Commission most significantly addresses the
issue, albeit indirectly, which allows for important insights. However, demographic change is similar to
other cases where there is awareness of the issue but little policy action or advocacy, which for example
climate change was until quite recently (see also Carpenter, 2007). To expand our knowledge of these policy

vacuums, we can identify ideas that pertain to them and their change over time. This concerns the agenda-

18 Seabrooke, Tsingou, and Willers (2019) analyse the evolution of policies on demography and demographic change
in the Commission. This dissertation builds on their conclusion that the Commission primarily addresses demographic
change through employment and social policies.
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setting stage of the policymaking process, i.e. understanding which issues make it onto the political

agendas of various policy entities and organisations and which do not.

Agenda-setting is a crucial stage of the policymaking process because it determines which issues are
subjected to decision-making (Princen, 2007). In other words, this stage determines which issues are
important enough — or sufficiently worthy of attention — to be dealt with, and in what terms. It matters not
only which issues make it on to the agenda, but also their shape and form when they reach it.
Understanding how policy actors conceptualise particular issues is important because “definitions define
the scope of potential possible choices” (Mehta, 2010: 33), including certain policy solutions but excluding

others.

As discussed in the previous section, competition between issues in the EU system is a complex topic due
to the many access points available to potential policy advocates (Peters, 1994). Although the Commission
has important agenda-setting powers, it does not exist in a vacuum: other EU institutions or policy actors
may push the Commission to make proposals, including the Council of Ministers, the European
Parliament, or the Court of Justice of the European Union (Princen, 2007). Even if we only look at the
Commission, its fragmented structure means that various bureaucratic actors might initiate a policy
proposal (Peters, 1994: 14). Thus, agenda-setting involves both a process of competition for attention
among different issues (and their policy advocates) and a process of problem definition (Béland, 2016:
739). This dissertation focuses on the process of problem definition, i.e. the Commission’s construction of
demographic change, specifically in the context of employment and social policies. Here, ideas play a

crucial part. Let us thus begin by defining ideas.

Daniel Béland (2016: 736) defines ideas as “the changing and historically-constructed ‘causal beliefs’ of
individual and collective actors”. This gets us started. First, the definition acknowledges that ideas are not
stable but changing. Second, they are historically constructed, i.e. built up over time and yet conditional
on the current time. Third, ideas are ‘beliefs’ held by actors, whether individual or collective. This last point
suggests that actors ‘hold’ ideas passively, i.e. they cannot do anything active with them but ideas shape
their actions. This is not in line with much of the ideational literature today, which argues that actors can
also use ideas more actively, as we shall see. Furthermore, the definition fails to define ‘causal beliefs’ and

so still leaves us in the dark about what ideas are and can do. Thus, a more concise definition is necessary.
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In his seminal work on ideas, Campbell provides a more detailed definition: “Ideas provide specific
solutions to policy problems, constrain the cognitive and normative range of solutions that policy makers
are likely to consider, and constitute symbols and concepts that enable actors to construct frames with
which to legitimize their policy proposals.” (Campbell, 1998: 398) This helps us understand what ideas can
do. Campbell says they can do three things: they can provide solutions to problems, they constrain
policymakers in terms of possible courses of action, and they enable policymakers by providing heuristics

for complex problems and potential solutions.

Combining these two definitions helps us to see ideas as changing, historically contingent constructs,
conditional on the current time. Ideas provide both structure and agency: they are a constraint in the sense
that actors need them to handle the uncertainties of the social world — but also a resource because actors
can use the ideas to influence other actors (Carstensen, 2011: 603). Thus, ideas must operate at different
levels, for how can they otherwise simultaneously constrain and enable? Let us thus explore different levels

and types of ideas to understand this process.

Different levels and types of ideas

Several ideational theorists have elaborated on the different levels and types of ideas. Here, I draw mainly
on Jal Mehta’s framework of three levels of generality because they are theoretically more parsimonious
than others are and there seems to be increasing consensus on the existence of three — rather than four (cf.
Campbell, 1998) — levels of ideas. Thus, Mehta (2010) progresses from the narrow to the broad in
distinguishing between ideas as policy solutions, ideas as problem definitions, and ideas as public
philosophies. As 1 apply the terms here, Mehta’s (2010) policy ideas roughly correspond to Schmidt’s
(2008) policies and Campbell’s (1998, 2004) programs; Mehta’s problem definitions'® correspond to
Schmidt’s programs and Campbell’s paradigms; and Mehta’s public philosophies correspond to Schmidt’s
philosophies and Campbell’s public philosophies (1998) and public sentiments (2004). The various terms

are confusing but I mention them here to show broad scholarly agreement on the existence of various types

19 Scholars sometimes use ‘frames’ synonymously with ‘problem definitions’ (see, e.g., Campbell, 1998). In this paper,
following Mehta (2010: 33), I consider frames to be one element in the larger battle over problem definition as frames
are the packaging of ideas to legitimise them to other policymakers and to the public. However, in other parts of the
dissertation I use ‘frames’ rather than ‘problem definitions’.
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of ideas at different levels of generality. Here, I will apply Mehta’s terminology but include definitions from

other ideational scholars to explain the various levels of ideas.

Ideas as policy solutions are the narrowest and most specific kinds of ideas. They prescribe an actionable
course of policy action (Campbell, 1998). In employment and social policy, examples include the principle
of “flexicurity’, promising both flexibility in terms of liberal redundancy regulations and security in terms
of e.g. income (Mailand, 2010), and ‘making work pay’, i.e. ensuring economic incentives for inactive or
unemployed individuals to enter or re-enter the labour market (Trlifajovd and Hurrle, 2018). The
difference between such policy solutions and problem definitions is that ideas for policy solutions take the

problem for granted — the idea then provides a solution.

However, the problem to which we need a solution does not appear out of thin air. Thus, debates often
focus on ideas as problem definitions, which are particular ways of understanding complex — but specific
— issues (Mehta, 2010). For example, what causes unemployment: rigid labour market regulation,
insufficient financial incentives, or a lack of jobs? The answer to such a question will limit the possible
policy solutions. Therefore, problem definitions are broader than policy solutions. Problem definitions do
not automatically lead to certain policy solutions, as there are several solutions available within each

definition, which policy makers may then also contest (Mehta, 2010).

Finally, ideas as public philosophies are the unconscious lenses through which people see the world
(Schmidt, 2016: 320). They are the core principles and unquestioned assumptions about the society and
the market in the background of policy debates, unconsciously defining the purpose of government (Mehta,
2010: 27). These “infuse” the ideas at the other levels, i.e. problem definitions and policy solutions, but
while problem definitions and policy solutions sit in the foreground of policy debates, policymakers debate
ideas as public philosophies less regularly. They “generally stay in the ‘background’ as underlying
assumptions, deep philosophies, or taken-for-granted ideas that are rarely questioned or contested except
in times of crisis.” (Schmidt, 2016: 320) The extent to which policymakers regularly debate and contest the
ideas in policy debates is thus the main determinant of whether an idea is in the foreground or the
background. Arguably, we can also see background ideas as more constraining and foreground ideas as
more enabling, but this is a generalisation and may not hold in all cases. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship

between the three levels of ideas.
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Figure 1: The relationship between ideas as policy solutions, problem definitions, and public
philosophiesz°

Public philosophies Background

Problem definitions _»| Policy solutions Foreground

We also need to address the distinction between cognitive and normative arguments (Campbell, 1998).
Cognitive arguments are outcome-oriented, causal guidelines for political action based on “principles and
norms of relevant scientific disciplines or technical practices” (Schmidt, 2016: 324). Normative arguments,
on the other hand, are value-focused legitimations of policies (Campbell, 1998) that refer to the
appropriateness of the political action (Schmidt, 2016). Arguably, ideas — and the discourse that conveys
ideas — are stronger when the cognitive and normative ideas are complementary (Schmidt and Radaelli,
2004: 201). However, Mehta denies that the distinction is relevant for analytical purposes. He argues that
policy actors apply both kinds of ideas in “mutually reinforcing” ways (Mehta, 2010: 33), which makes it
irrelevant to attempt to distinguish between them. I follow Mehta’s approach in this dissertation although

I acknowledge the distinction between the two kinds of arguments.

Discourse or the location of the exchange of ideas

Having thus defined ideas as providing actors with both constraining and enabling specific policy ideas,
broader problem definitions, and background public philosophies, let us examine how such ideas
specifically influence policy and policymakers. Here, we must allow for the exchange of ideas between
policy actors. Ideational theory (defined only as identifying and classifying ideas) cannot really help us

move forwards here as it does not hold analytical tools for understanding the context(s) in which ideas are

20 Adapted from figure 1 in the second paper in this dissertation, The European Commission’s Ideas on Integrating
Underrepresented Groups into the Labour Market. In the paper, I use ‘discourse’ rather than ‘public philosophies’,
‘frames’ rather than ‘problem definitions’, and ‘policy ideas’ rather than ‘policy solutions’. This inconsistency in term
usage reflects my increasing theoretical sophistication, which evolved during the course of the PhD study, as I wrote
the papers before the framing paper at hand.
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exchanged or discuss how or under which conditions actors may hold or use ideas. Thus, other terms are

necessary to understand how ideas might matter.

In defining the context(s) in which ideas are exchanged, Mehta (2010: 35) distinguishes between arenas
where political decisions are at stake (political, decision-making arenas) and arenas where they are not
(the media, academic literature). However, this distinction does not show how these two arenas influence
each other in important ways. More useful is Schmidt’s (2008: 310) distinction between the coordinative
discourse of “ideational generation and contestation” (Carstensen and Schmidt, 2016: 325) between policy
actors, and the communicative discourse between political actors and the public. Schmidt describes ideas
as “the substantive content of discourse” and discourse as “the interactive process of conveying ideas”
(Schmidt, 2008: 303). In other words, actors express ideas through discourse in certain institutionally
determined settings, and it is in this process that ideas come to influence policymaking: “[d]iscourse helps
create an opening to policy change by altering actors’ perceptions of the policy problems, policy legacies
and ‘fit’, influencing their preferences, and, thereby, enhancing their political institutional capacity to
change.” (Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004: 188) Thus, specifying the context in which policymakers exchange

ideas is important for understanding ideas’ potential influence on policymaking.

This dissertation focuses on the coordinative discourse between policy actors. The EU’s coordinative
discourse is generally stronger than its communicative discourse, which generally takes place between
national governments and the public (cf. Schmidt, 2014). Although the European Commission, amongst
other European institutions, has been attempting to increase their communicative discourse with the
public, “[t]he main thrust of the EU Commission’s policy discourse...remains in the co-ordinative realm,
addressed to the networks of governmental and non-governmental actors involved in policy construction
at the EU level” (Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004: 199). Thus, I consider the Commission’s (and other
organisations’) written reports to be a form of communication with other policymakers, be they
stakeholders or other interested parties. It contains expressions of ideas at all three levels and is thus part

of the coordinative discourse amongst policy actors.
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The link between ideas and institutionalism

Over the past two decades, scholars have shown the academic fruitfulness of considering ideas and
institutions together (Béland, 2005, 2016; Blyth, 2002; Campbell, 1998, 2002, 2004). For example,
Campbell (1998: 378) brought together insights from historical and sociological institutionalism to develop
his typology of ideas, which later informed Mehta’s three levels of ideas. Campbell (1998) shows how both
historical and organisational institutionalist traditions have a “theory of constraint” which explains how
policymakers are limited in their range of possible policy routes or actions. However, the two
institutionalisms have different explanations for the constraint: in historical institutionalism, (elites’)
underlying normative structures are the defining institutions. Thus, ideas must align with the normative
structure for policymakers to be able to transport the ideas into the policymaking arena. In organisational
institutionalism, on the other hand, the constraint stems from cognitive limits: we are limited in a world
of uncertainty and complexity. Campbell argues that ideas thus enable policymakers by providing them
with heuristics through which to make sense of the world, allowing them to act. Thus, we see how Campbell
sees institutions — whether from the historical or organisational tradition — as constraining factors and
ideas as the constructs that allow actors to act and thus potentially change the institutions over time.
Similarly, Schmidt (2008), in her framework of discursive institutionalism, argues that institutions are
both external structures with rules and internal constructs that constrain actors, comparable to the effects

of ideas and yet separated by ideas’ more changeable nature.

As mentioned, I draw on discursive institutionalism in this dissertation. However, I also draw on historical
and organisational institutionalism. Before turning to these, I will briefly explain why I disregard another
important institutionalism, that of rational choice. Rational choice institutionalism assumes interests are
objective or material and separable from ideas (Schmidt, 2008: 317—9). This is in contradiction to a basic
premise of this dissertation: the subjectivity of the world. While not rejecting material reality, I study
actors’ subjective responses to material reality, rather than believing material reality leads to objective
interests (Schmidt, 2008: 318). Thus, interests are not separable from ideas, nor are interests objective or
material. Furthermore, in rational choice institutionalism, interests serve as neutral incentives for rational
action, whereas particularly sociological and discursive institutionalists argue that the world is more
uncertain than this assumption makes it seem (Schmidt, 2008: 319). We cannot know or estimate all the

forces that may influence an actor and their choice. Thus, the actor makes decisions in a state of
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uncertainty, drawing on ideas in the shape of e.g. norms. Thus, while ignoring rational choice
institutionalism, let us review the fruitfulness of studying ideas and institutions together, whether applying

historical, organisational, or discursive institutionalism (Béland, 2016).

While I move on to consider how historical and organisational institutionalism can help us explain the
social world, I continue from an ideational perspective. This means that I put ideas front and centre of
explanations. For example, ideas shape agents’ interests but are not reducible to them. This is in opposition
to historical institutionalism, which puts institutions first, and rational choice institutionalism, which puts

interests first (Blyth et al., 2016).

Historical and organisational institutionalism: path dependency and
institutional logics

This dissertation employs terms from both classic historical institutionalism, particularly path
dependency, and from ideational theory to help explain the lack of change in the Commission’s approach
to demographic change in employment and social policy. There are clear complementarities between these
approaches and scholars have applied them fruitfully together before (Blyth et al., 2016). For example,
historical institutionalists traditionally understand path dependency as a kind of “institutional
equilibrium” (Thelen and Conran, 2016) from which it is difficult for historical processes to diverge due to
the stability of institutions over time. My application of path dependency in this dissertation instead
mirrors that of Berman (1998). Here, deeply held ideas drive the path dependency as actors are constrained
by such ideas. Thus, ideas determine path dependency more than material attributes of institutions.
However, institutional settings that only change slowly are constitutive of the ideas. In this way, ideas take

prime position but I do not ignore the importance of institutions.

Additionally, the dissertation’s third paper eclectically introduces institutional logics, which originates in
organisational institutionalism (Friedland and Alford, 1991). Institutional logics are “socially constructed,
historical patterns of cultural symbols and material practices, including assumptions, values, and beliefs,
by which individuals and organizations provide meaning to their daily activity, organize time and space,
and reproduce their lives and experiences.” (Thornton et al., 2012: 2) Thus, institutional logics are frames

of reference for actors, conditioning the vocabulary they use in motivating action and providing a basis of

43



legitimacy and identity. Logics provide a method of orientation for actors, habituating how they define the

problems they address, what is important to them, and ultimately how they behave.

For example, Hustedt and Danken (2017) show how a policy logic, focused on technically correct policies,
prevailed in one German inter-departmental committee, allowing cooperation to emerge across functional
dividing lines of bureaucracy. In another inter-departmental committee, a political logic prevailed,
governed by party-political competition, resulting in a lack of agreement. This case illustrates the
usefulness of the theoretical perspective, although the application only draws on a few of the perspective’s

parts.

The social world is complex. Institutional logics reflect this complexity as they coexist in society. They may
be competing and contradictory or coordinating and complementary (Thornton et al., 2012: 62—63). In the
dissertation’s third paper, I build on the EU literature on employment and social policies to construct two
ideal-type institutional logics in the Commission: a market logic and a social logic. I argue that both exist
in the Commission (along with others). Certain Commission actors are more likely to adhere to specific
logics, but no actor holds only one logic as all actors (individuals or organisations) hold multiple logics at

any given time (Thornton et al., 2012).

I apply institutional logics to understand the construction of active ageing and pension reform in the
Commission. Both policy issues can help alleviate the economic and social consequences of demographic
change. I show how both issues carry aspects of both logics and that logics — rather than the ideal-type
imagined by theorists — exist as spectra in empirical settings. Thus, although both active ageing and
pension reform draw on aspects of both market and social logics, active ageing’s social logics are stronger
and pension reform’s market logics are stronger. This has implications for the way in which both issues are

treated in the Commission under changing circumstances over the 1997-2018 period, which I examine.

Application in this dissertation

The first two papers of the dissertation draw particularly on ideational theory. In the first paper, I analyse
ideas as policy solutions and ideas as problem definitions, but do not consider ideas as public philosophies.

I explain this focus in the paper. The first paper also considers aspects of historical and discursive
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institutionalism. The second paper analyses all three levels of ideas albeit with slightly different
terminology than in this framing paper. I explain my choice of vocabulary in the paper. The second paper
also draws on the notion of path dependency in the historical institutionalist tradition, as covered in the

previous section. Only in the third paper do I consider institutional logics.

I downplay the agency of actors in the first two papers of the dissertation, as actors may not be consciously
engaged in the ‘contest’ but rather tend to prefer particular kinds of problem definitions because of their
taken-for-granted assumptions (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). However, the third paper more actively

acknowledges the agency of organisational actors in the framework of institutional logics.

As my analysis in this dissertation focuses exclusively on the Commission, I do not consider policymakers’
communication with the public. I do not analyse the feedback the Commission gets from the public on
green papers, for instance, for the sake of research design-parsimony. Such analysis would be useful in
future research to get the full picture of the impact of ideas on the issue of demographic change. However,
constituent pressures are not the only way public sentiments influence policymakers: policymakers may
also hold normative public sentiments themselves, limiting the range of policy actions they deem
legitimate. To the extent that the data reflects such normative, background ideas, I capture them in the

public philosophies-type of idea, where this is examined.

There are weaknesses in my approach. For example, as I apply the ideational-institutional theory I do not
consider interests. Recently, there has been a push to integrate interest-based and ideas-based
explanations better in EU studies (Saurugger, 2013). However, I chose to focus on ideas and institutions,
downplaying interests, because there is very little position-taking on demographic change in the EU
(Seabrooke et al., 2019), indicating that actors are less aware of their own interests on this issue. Future
research could analyse the interests of various actors and organisations inside and outside the EU system

on demographic change to uncover whether interests play a role at all.

This dissertation shows how deeply held ideas can limit policymakers’ range of options by closing them off
to other (new) ideas in a mechanism similar to that of path dependency. Furthermore, drawing on
institutional logics, I explain that different parts of the Commission are dependent on different heuristics,

making it particularly difficult for them to cooperate effectively.
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Methodology

This section describes the research philosophy, research design, data, and analytical methods applied in
the three papers. The dissertation builds on an interpretive, qualitative, and case-oriented methodology. I

operationalise it by coding documents and semi-structured interviews.

Research philosophy: interpretivism

In line with ideational theory, interpretivism emphasises that reality is relative and multiple (Gaus, 2017).
Thus, reality is a social construction determined by how individuals see the world (Berger and Luckmann,
1966). Knowledge is not “a mirror of reality” but interrelational and constituted through interaction. The
objects of study are interpretations and negotiations of the meanings of the social world rather than
objective realities. The goal of interpretive research is to continually understand behaviour rather than

reach a final explanation (Gaus, 2017).

The role of the researcher is important within interpretivism. The researcher has an interactive and
cooperative relationship with the subjects studied, with no privileged point of observation (Gaus, 2017).
Because of the importance of understanding social realities, the concept of verstehen is a qualification.
Originating with Max Weber, the German word verstehen entails the ability to understand meanings in
their context (Gaus, 2017). Reflecting on this in relation to my own research process, verstehen required a
certain amount of familiarisation with the employment and social policy fields before and during the data
collection and analysis. This meant I was going back and forth between the academic literature and the
Commission reports as necessary. By the time I did the interviews, I had a sufficient understanding of the
Commission officials’ professional context to be able to interpret their meanings on employment and social
policy. However, I discovered that I had not sufficiently immersed myself in the cultural context of the

Commission and its hierarchical structure. I will reflect more on this in the section on the interviews.

In line with interpretivism, I seek to understand the specific context of the case under study, focusing on
the specific and concrete. The knowledge generated by this study is not generalizable as social reality is
context- and time-specific. However, knowledge may be transferable from one situation to another, taking

the context of social knowledge into account (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The findings of the study
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contribute to the theoretical framework of ideas and institutions under specific circumstances. These

contributions may be valid in other cases.

Interpretivism has its challenges. First, can one truly understand the reality of others? There are limits to
empathetic understanding. However, I contend that it is not a question of complete immersion. Rather, it
is a question of enough immersion for the researcher to be able to draw out the findings. Second, it may be
difficult to understand macroscopic features of society when focusing on individuals. However, as
contended previously, my focus is on the meso-level, rather than the micro-level of individual bureaucrats.
Third, it may be difficult to establish boundaries around the group that the researcher is studying. In the
context of this dissertation, I limited myself to studying the European Commission or specific units within
the Commission. Even this definition, though, is arbitrary, as some of the interviewees had worked at
different units in the Commission over time, changing the composition of the social groups. This is why I
stick to an institutional view of the Commission and its Directorate-Generals rather than a social group-

perspective.

Methods: abduction and case study

The dissertation is a case study of the European Commission’s construction of demographic change in the
context of employment and social policy. Social scientists in the interpretive, qualitative tradition draw on
the strengths of case studies’ unique forms of interpretation. The aim is not to generalise but rather to
develop practical, situation-specific knowledge, which is particularly important when studying the

contingent nature of human interactions (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Thomas, 2010).

Several methodologists argue for the primacy of abductive research approaches, particularly when it comes
to case studies. Abduction is “a creative, inferential process” (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012: 167) of
examining particular cases resulting in the development of an explanatory idea (Thomas, 2010: 577).
Abduction (or retroduction) involves approaching a case study with some prior knowledge but with an
acceptance of the fact that this knowledge would not be sufficient to fully comprehend the changing social
reality of a particular case. While both induction and deduction assume that generalisation is possible

across cases, Thomas (2010) argues that generalisation is at best very difficult in the social world due to
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contingency and context specificity. Thus, abduction offers a research approach more in tune with the

social world and its complexities, where generalisation is not an aim.

Thomas (2010) further argues that rather than having theory be the endpoint of social science, researchers
should aim for phronesis — the attainment of experience or practical knowledge. This is in line with
Flyvbjerg’s (2006) insistence of the value of case studies in attaining practical, contextual knowledge
because of the difficulty of theory construction in social science. The goal thus becomes “understanding
and behavior in particular situations.” (Thomas, 2010: 578) Researchers should thus develop their
phronesis — their experience — by understanding multiple theories, i.e. being theoretically agnostic
(Timmermans and Tavory, 2012: 169), and researching another’s experience from one’s own perspective
in case studies (Thomas, 2010). This approach acknowledges the subjectivity and inherent assumptions of

all researchers in the research process (Thomas, 2010: 579).

Thus, from this starting point, the very early stages of my research were exploratory, as I was developing
familiarity with the case study of demographic change in the context of employment and social policy.
However, I began to incorporate ideational theory to inform the data analysis. Along the way, I began to
try to account for the findings by considering other theories, particularly institutional logics. Essentially, I
was moving back and forth between theory and data, building on existing theory but remaining open to

alternative findings and modifications of the theory.

Data collection

There is both consistency and variation in the data applied across the three papers. All three papers rely,
at least partly, on document analyses of European Commission-reports on employment and social affairs.
Document analysis is particularly useful in case studies, as documents aid in providing rich descriptions of
specific issues (Bowen, 2009: 29). In addition, I conducted interviews with twenty former and current
Commission officials. I included data from these interviews in the first and third papers. Finally, I contrast
the European Commission’s approach to demographic change with the OECD’s approach in the first paper,

which thus also relies on OECD reports. Table 2 provides an overview of the data applied in the papers.
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Table 2: Data by paper

Data Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3
Employment and social policy reports from Yes Yes Yes

the Commission

Interviews with Commission officials Yes - Yes
Employment and social policy reports from Yes - -

the OECD

I chose to analyse documents from the European Commission on employment and social affairs as my
primary source of data for several reasons. First, there is limited data in terms of legislation or more policy-
relevant data on demographic change in the EU. The only documents from the Commission specifically on
demographic change since the turn of the century are the 2005 Green Paper and subsequent 2006
Communication. I refer to these as background information when relevant in the papers. Other possible
documents I could have chosen include the Joint Employment Reports, which are part of the European
Semester process. They provide an annual overview of the employment and social developments in the EU
as well as Member States’ reforms in line with the Guidelines for the Employment Policies of the Member
States (European Commission and the Council, 2019: 3). Thus, the Joint Employment Reports do not
report on issues not mentioned in the Guidelines. As demographic change has not been taken up as a
serious issue by the Commission (Seabrooke et al., 2019) — nor by other EU institutions — it has not
permeated the Guidelines resulting in very few mentions of demographic change in the Joint Employment
Reports. Thus, considering the limited number of policy-oriented documents on demographic change, I

had to resort to other sources to be able to identify the Commission’s ideas on demographic change.

Second, as the primary research question of the dissertation is to identify the European Commission’s ideas
on demographic change within employment and social policy — and specifically the taken-for-granted
assumptions expressed in the coordinative discourse between policymakers — I needed to examine analyses
at an earlier stage of the policy process. At the initial stages of policy formulation, discourses are often more
inclusive than in the later stages. Some policy ideas may be excluded through the negotiation process in
legislation (see, e.g., Béland, 2005: 9). Furthermore, the necessity of coherent arguments in the later stages
of the policy process (Béland, 2005: 15) arguably also reinforces the exclusion of alternative ideas and
frames along the way. Thus, I aimed to find more evidence of ideas on demographic change in the early

stages since they seem to disappear from the Commission’s agenda at later policy stages.

The data comes from two Directorate-Generals in the Commission: the Directorate-General for

Employment and Social Affairs (Employment and Social Developments in Europe) and the Directorate-
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General for Economic and Financial Affairs (Labour Markets and Wage Developments in Europe). Thus,
I do not consider reports on e.g. migration from the Directorate-General for Migration and Home Affairs
because although the first paper discusses the Commission’s ideas on migration, it is only within the field
of employment and social policy. I included reports on employment from DG ECFIN in the second and
third papers to be able to compare ideas across a social actor and an economic actor in the Commission
with the aim of exploring the consequences of the ideas on demographic change for the Commission’s
employment and social policies. I justify the choice of reports and explain what they analyse in the methods

sections of the second and third papers.

Could I have focused on other documents or included more? I could have included documents from actors
related to the Commission, particularly the Employment Committee and the Social Protection Committee.
However, both committees consist of Member State experts and they advise the Council on employment
and social affairs with administrative support from the Commission. Thus, they are more involved with

political actors than with the Commission.

On demographic change more broadly, I might have analysed the demography reports from the
Commission, published 2007-2015, and the Ageing Reports, published consistently every three years since
2006. However, I did not include them in the document analysis for two reasons. First, I realised early on
that — in the light of the discontinuation of the demography reports — employment and social policies
offered the greatest potential for a unified framework on demographic change, primarily because of the
Commission’s competence on employment and social policies, which it does not enjoy on e.g. health and
immigration. Thus, I chose to analyse the policy field where the Commission had the greatest potential for
creating a policy framework that the Member States might draw on. As the demography reports had been
discontinued and the Ageing Reports focus on the specific aspect of fiscal sustainability of public finances,
they informed my background reading but did not form part of the analysis that aimed at identifying the

European Commission’s ideas on demographic change within employment and social policy.

Second, in researching this field, the contrast between economic and social actors within the Commission
quickly became apparent to me. This led me to develop a research approach that would allow me to contrast
a report from the economic actor (DG ECFIN) and a report from the social actors (DG EMPL). Rather than

use DG ECFIN’s Ageing Report and DG EMPL’s demography reports, I decided on the Labour Market and
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Wage Developments in Europe and Employment and Social Developments in Europe. The Commission
was still publishing both reports and had been doing so for longer and more consistently than (in
particular) the demography reports and Ageing Reports. Thus, it became clear that analysing demographic
change in the context of employment and social policies was the best approach, as it (1) is within the
Commission’s competence, and (2) allowed me a longitudinal analysis through the DG EMPL and DG

ECFIN reports, which was not possible if I focused on the demography reports and ageing reports.

Focusing on these reports allows me to conclude on the Commission’s early-stage policy ideas on
demographic change in the context of employment and social policies. The nature of the data does not
allow me to consider specific legislative proposals of the EU. Instead, I trace issues as they wax and wane
on political agendas (Carpenter, 2007; Helgadottir, 2016; Seabrooke and Wigan, 2016). Thus, I am trying
to understand ‘[t]he way in which European institutions “think” — i.e. choose among different hypotheses,
develop ideas, frame the political discourse, choose the jargon to disseminate their policy
recommendations, set targets” because it “plays a role in shaping policy makers’ “mental map”...” (Villa and
Smith, 2014: 277). The approach resembles that of Crespy and Vanheuverzwijn (2019) who also use
document analysis and some interviews to show how the concept of structural reform has changed over
time in the output from the European Semester. Hasselbalch (2019) also applies a similar research strategy

to identify different storylines on intra-EU migration.

Interviews

In abductive research projects, the researcher continuously moves between theory and data, analysing
along the way. Data collection by interviews is well suited for such studies, because analysis of interview
data begins before the interviews and even takes place during them (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Thus,
in addition to the documents, I collected data by interviewing twenty former and current Commission
officials on demographic change and employment and social policies, mainly in Brussels. This interview
process began after I had finished the document analysis (see next section). Thus, the interviews served as

a way for me to probe my findings and question them.
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A list of the interviewees is available in table 3. The first column assigns the interviewees a random code.
The second column describes their relevant affiliation with the Commission, indicating whether it is

current or past. The third column mentions any additional relevant information.

Table 3: List of interviewees
Code Pastor current relevant commission affiliation Notes

P1 Former (retired) official in DG EMPL Conducted a follow-up
interview, resulting in P1a and
P1b. P1b was a telephone

interview.

P2 Current official in DG ECFIN
P3 Current statistical assistant in DG EMPL
Pg Current official in DG ECFIN, previously in DG EMPL
P5 Current official in DG ECFIN, previously in DG EMPL
P6 Former (retired) official in DG EMPL Conducted over the telephone.
P7 Current official in DG EMPL
P8 Current official in DG EMPL
P9 Current official in DG EMPL
P10 Current official in DG ECFIN Interviewed together with P11.
P11 Current official in DG ECFIN Interviewed together with P10.
P12 Previous official in DG EMPL, now at a different DG
P13 Previous official in DG EMPL, now at a different DG
P14 Current senior official in DG EMPL, previously in DG

ECFIN
P15 Current official in DG EMPL Interviewed together with P16.
P16 Current official in DG EMPL Interviewed together with P15.
P17 Current contractual agent in DG EMPL
P18 Current official in DG EMPL
P19 Former (retired) official in DG EMPL Conducted over Skype.
P20 Current official in DG ECFIN Exchange of emails.

I identified the interviewees mainly through reviewing the authors of the relevant section in the reports.
While I was in Brussels, I added more interviewees in a snowball-sampling fashion as my contacts made
more contacts available to me (Beckmann and Hall, 2013). For example, the first interviewee mentioned
several other relevant officials to me during and at the end of the conversation and I was able to secure
interviews with nearly all of them. Most of the interviews took between half an hour and an hour, although
a few were longer (up to two hours). For two of the interviews there were two interviewees present. This
was always at the request of the interviewees and I understood that it was for the sake of saving time. In
one case, having two interviewees present was an advantage, because I felt they were more open on
sensitive issues than they might have been if I had conducted the interviews separately. In the other case,
I did not feel it made any difference, neither for the better nor for the worse. I was unable to conduct all of
the interviews in person, mainly due to geographic disparity, so three of them took place over the telephone

or Skype (one of these was a second interview). Finally, I exchanged emails with one official, with whom it
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was not possible to secure an interview. I only used this email exchange as supporting information and

background knowledge. It did not directly inform the analysis.

In terms of the distribution of the interviewees, I was unable to secure interviews with the team working
on the DG ECFIN-report, Labour Markets and Wage Developments in Europe. In fact, the head of the
unit refused the interview requests on behalf of her whole team, in spite of repeated attempts at
approaching them in a flexible manner. However, I was able to secure interviews with officials who used
to work in that unit, who were able to answer many of my questions on the nature of the report and the
processes surrounding it. When questioned about the unit’s unwillingness to participate, the officials either

denied to comment or mentioned that the unit was “quite closed”.

The interviewees were from the administrative level in the Commission, i.e. analysts, heads of units or
teams, or directors, i.e. of an elite nature (Empson, 2017). In elite interviewing, more so than in other types
of interview situations, interviewing is a craft (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). In interview studies, the
researcher is the main instrument of data collection. Thus, her skills, sensitivity, and knowledge become
essential for the quality of the data produced. Previous experience with academic, elite interviews was an
advantage for me and the literature on interviewing in political science and elite organisations (especially
Empson, 2017; but also Mosley, 2013) prepared me further for the power asymmetries between the

interviewer and the interviewee.

However, in spite of my preparations, which included informed consent forms sent ahead of the interview
with a list of themes and establishing the ground rules (MacLean, 2013: 73—76), the interview with the
most high-ranking Commission official in Brussels was a challenging experience, which the literature did
not prepare for me. As I was aware of this interviewee’s high-ranking position, I had prepared particularly
well for the interview. However, the interview began only after several assistants joined us — something the
interviewee had not informed me of in advance. The interviewee then requested information about my
other interviewees, most of whom were the interviewee’s employees. When I said that I could not share
that information, the interviewee became upset. While I felt they stayed true to their word of not letting
this influence their willingness to be open with me during the interview, the power games shocked me. I

subsequently only referred to the interview as background information.
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While the literature on elite interviewing does discuss dealing with difficult interviewees (Empson, 2017:
7—-8), I was not prepared for the interviewee’s frustration at not knowing which one of their employees I
had spoken to. For the interviewee, it was a question of time management. While the literature mentions
the business of individual interviewees, particularly when trying to gain access (Empson, 2017: 3—4), there
are no reflections on a manager’s perspective. I took the experience with me into the following interviews,
although I did not speak with more managers after this. The experience taught me to be prepared for a

broader range of experiences even than covered in the literature.

The interviews were semi-structured (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) so I followed the interviewees if they
brought up aspects beyond the questions posed or in more depth. I then researched these additional points,
both by comparing and contrasting with the document analysis, but also by triangulating with other

Commission documents. The interview guide and informed consent form are in appendix 1.2!

Data analysis: coding

I developed two separate coding schemes with the employment and social policy-reports from both the
Commission and the OECD during the data analysis. Table 4 summarises which coding scheme was used

for each of the papers.

Table 4: Coding scheme by paper
Coding scheme Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3
Ideas on demographic change, both Yes - -
Commission and OECD reports
Ideas on integration of underrepresented - Yes Yes
labour market groups, only Commission
reports

The two coding schemes differed because they had different purposes, although there were similarities
between them. The first scheme on demographic change was an emergent process based on open coding
and thematic analysis (Bowen, 2009). The second scheme was organised by qualitative content analysis
(Schreier, 2012, 2013), not to be confused with quantitative content analysis or qualitative comparative
analysis. I used the software NVivo in developing both schemes. In addition, both schemes began with a

thorough reading of the documents, a deep familiarisation with the data. I realised that large sections of

21 Note that appendices for the whole dissertation, including the three papers, are collated at the end of the document.
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the reports did not address demographic change, as the reports mainly focus on employment and social
policies more broadly. For the purposes of the analyses, focusing on uncovering the Commission’s (and the
OECD’s for the first paper) construction of demographic change in the context of employment and social
policies, I needed to identify the relevant sections. Otherwise, I would have ended up with large amounts
of irrelevant data. Thus, I conducted a word search for particular phrases related to demographic change
to locate the relevant sections of the reports. This is in line with the relevance-coding of qualitative content
analysis (Schreier, 2012: 82). I was very inclusive, taking care to include all relevant sections. This part of
the coding is replicable following the coding rules in appendix 2. The word searches differed for the two
coding schemes as the research questions were different, but the process was the same. An alternative
approach to the word search would have been to go through all the data in the reports but code the
irrelevant text sections to a ‘miscellaneous’-code. This would have been more time-consuming but arguably
a better approach. I emphasise the value of utilising technological advantages, such as the possibility of

conducting a detailed word search in the NVivo software.

Having covered the similarities of the two schemes, let me explain the first coding scheme in greater detail.
Here, I coded the relevant sections of text in an open-coding fashion (Gioia et al., 2013: 20), focusing on
identifying descriptions of demographic change and the presentations of policy responses. This resulted in
nearly 400 codes. However, many of them had very few references, i.e. the codes resulted from one or two
instances in the reports. For example, I coded for the idea that demographic change increases income
inequality in only one instance. While I did not ignore such codes, I paid more attention to the larger, more
prevalent codes in the next part of the analysis. However, I chose to ignore other codes because it became
clear that there was enough data for more papers. Thus, I ignored codes on underrepresented labour
market groups, e.g. women, young workers, and older workers, because the second paper in the
dissertation focused on these. Also in the initial open coding-stage, I paid attention to the kind of language
employed in the reports, i.e. specific terms that sounded unusual in the context. For example, I coded for
the idea that demographic change requires policymakers to mobilise all available human resources. I

analyse this code and others like it, where the language stood out, in the first paper.

Finally, I grouped the codes into clusters or themes, inspired by thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006;
Clarke et al., 2015). For example, I grouped together the codes on migration. I looked for similarities and

differences between the codes to identify ideas at two levels (problem definitions and policy solutions). In
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the migration theme, for example, there was a policy solution-code on increased levels of immigration to
the EU while another one was a problem definition-code on how migration is important for the structure

of EU populations. The resultant themes provided the basis of the analysis, presented in the first paper.

I actually developed the second coding scheme, which provided data for the second and third papers, before
the first one. Thus, the second scheme was where I familiarised myself with the data. I began with this
scheme because my initial reading of documents on demographic change from the European Commission
quickly made it clear that there was limited room for Commission policy on demographic change per se
and that I would have to focus on employment and social aspects, as mentioned in the introduction and
previously in the methodology section. It also became clear that one of the major ways in which the
Commission addressed issues of demographic change was specifically in terms of increasing employment
rates, particularly of groups whose rates were not as high as the average. This prominently included

women, youth, and the elderly. Thus, this round of coding took its starting point in this observation.

As mentioned, the second coding scheme was organised according to the principles of qualitative content
analysis (Schreier, 2012, 2013), QCA, not to be confused with quantitative content analysis or qualitative
comparative analysis. QCA helps reduce the data and describe the meaning of it. The generation of
categories takes the meaning of specific passages “to a higher level of abstraction” (Schreier, 2013: 170) so
that the categories will apply to a number of references in the material. Thus, the process both describes
and summarises the meaning of the material. In addition, QCA is excellent for tracking the rise and decline
of ideas over time, which is relevant for the second and third papers as they focus on changes over time
(see also Bowen, 2009: 30). The coding rules are in appendix 2 and a detailed overview of the coding

scheme is available in appendix 3. Here, let me briefly describe the process and draw out some examples.

In QCA, there are a series of steps to follow: relevance coding (if applicable), generating the coding scheme,
pilot coding, the main coding, and re-coding a part of the material for control. After the relevance coding
(if applicable), the next step is to generate the coding frame or scheme, which was done with a
representative sample of the data. In line with my abductive research approach, which in some ways is a
combination of deduction and induction, I developed the first level of the coding scheme in a deductive
manner and the second level in an inductive manner. Thus, the first level of the coding scheme has three

categories, one for each level of idea: discourse, frame, and policy. Thus, when reading a segment to code,
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I would first decide whether the segment represented a discourse, frame, or policy. I generated the second
level of the coding scheme using the data-driven strategy of subsumption (Schreier, 2012: 115—120), which
involves creating a category if the segment represents a new meaning, or mentally subsuming it under an

already-existing category if it is like a previous segment. In this way, I ended up with a coding scheme.

I tested the coding scheme in a round of pilot coding, again with a representative sample of the data, which
was different from the one used to generate the coding scheme. I revised the coding frame while conducting
the pilot coding. This is not in accordance with the QCA process but since some flaws appeared at this
stage, I developed a set of coding rules to revise the categories and then recode the material as if the revised
coding frame had been the initial one. The final coding frame consisted of more second-level categories
under frames and policies (but there were no changes to the discourse-category). This was because I found
that I had inadvertently created some codes that were not specific enough, which I then divided into
separate codes. For example, under policies, I had a code for active ageing-policies. During the pilot coding,
I split this into a code for reforming pensions and one for active ageing. This step was particularly

important for the results in the third paper.

Some codes were difficult to define accurately, particularly because QCA (and other coding methods) is
about finding a balance between summarizing the material and maintaining some of the particularities of
the data. For example, I ended up with a code in the frame-category called ‘structural challenges’, which —
even after having divided it into more codes in the pilot coding round — remained unwieldy. However, the
code also reflects the data, as the data segments emphasise the underrepresentation of the labour market
groups (women, youth, and the elderly) without mentioning other issues. Thus, it was difficult to make the

category more specific.

Following the pilot coding, I applied the coding frame to the whole material. To test the accuracy of the
coding, I recoded a representative sample of the data after the main coding. The recoding was more
consistent than the pilot phase,22 confirming that the specifications of the coding scheme increased the

stability of the analysis.

After the coding, I looked for similarities and differences amongst the categories of the coding scheme to

identify second-order themes (Gioia et al., 2013: 20—21). These themes are deeper and more abstract,

22 The Kappa score increased from an average of 0.887 to 0.915.
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helping to describe the ideational elements in the data. For example, for the discourses that I identified,
the majority of them adhered to an overall theme of economic growth, while the rest of them were

alternatives to the dominant discourse.

I present the results of these analytical processes in the three papers.
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PAPER 1

The European Commission’s Ideas on Demographic
Change: Institutional constraints and politicised issues

Abstract

Demographic change is an issue of increasing urgency for advanced industrialised countries, particularly
for European Union (EU) Member States. However, existing research shows that the European
Commission does not deal with the issue in a systematic way. This paper contributes to emerging research
by examining the Commission’s ideas on demographic change in the context of employment and social
policy. Applying ideational and institutionalist theory, the paper analyses documents and interviews to
identify the Commission’s problem definitions of, and proposed policy solutions to demographic change. I
contrast the Commission’s policy solutions with those of the OECD, sharpening the findings and allowing
more detail to emerge. I find that the Commission defines demographic change in terms of existing
economic ideas, and I suggest this is because of the institutional constraints of the EU. Consequently, the
Commission’s favoured policy solution is increasing employment rates, a policy approach originating in
the European Employment Strategy. In contrast, the OECD has recently proposed automation and
immigration as possible policy solutions to demographic change. The paper suggests that the Commission
is sceptical towards automation because of the potentially unequal distribution of its benefits, and that
immigration is a politicised issue that the Commission addresses but cannot formulate a clear policy
solution on. In conclusion, the Commission faces a politicised institutional context in Brussels that seems
to limit the capacity for innovative thinking on demographic change, while the OECD has more room to

manoeuvre in Paris.

Key words: demographic change, European Commission, ideas, institutions, employment and social

policy
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Introduction

The socioeconomic issue of demographic change is reshaping advanced industrialised societies as life
expectancies increase and fertility rates drop. Particularly across Europe, populations are shrinking
(European Commission, 2018d). In 2018, the ratio of older people above the age of 65 to those aged 15-64
for the EU Member States — the aged dependency ratio — was 30.8 (Eurostat, 2019a). Eurostat predicts
that by 2050, this number will have increased to 51.9 (ibid.). Current projections indicate that working-age
populations across Europe are either already declining or will begin declining in the near future (European
Commission, 2017). The extent of the change will vary across Europe as fertility rates and immigration
numbers vary. However, several countries are already experiencing depopulation from natural change,

migration flows, or both (Eurostat, 2019c¢).

Considering that population changes are always in flux, policymakers’ approach to the issue is likely to
depend on whether and how it is problematised. International institutions spend surprisingly little time
on demographic change and when they do, analyse it in a highly compartmentalised manner (Seabrooke
and Tsingou, 2015). Many policy issues of our time require crosscutting efforts, where bureaucrats bring
together several departments’ portfolios to study and understand an issue. However, such initiatives often
fail due to the lack of incentives (Pollack and Hafner-Burton, 2010) or because of the functional
specialisation of bureaucracies (Hustedt and Danken, 2017). Similarly, it is difficult for politicians on short,
electoral cycles to deal effectively with long-term issues, which require investment in the near future to
avoid a high future cost (Jacobs, 2011). Demographic change falls into both these categories with important
consequences. Seabrooke, Tsingou, and Willers (2019) show that demographic change is in a policy
vacuum in the European Commission (henceforth, Commission). The only policy area in which the
Commission addresses demographic change in a significant way is employment and social policy (ibid.).
Thus, this paper examines the Commission’s approach to demographic change within the field of

employment and social policy.

To uncover the Commission’s ideas on demographic change within the field of employment and social
policies and to reveal why the Commission seems to prioritise certain policy solutions over others, I
conducted a document analysis with an ideational-institutional approach, supported by semi-structured
interviews. I distinguish between ideas at two levels: problem definitions and policy solutions (Mehta,

2010). I contrast the Commission’s policy solutions with the OECD’s, sharpening the findings and allowing
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more detail and variations to emerge (Bazeley, 2013). The Commission and the OECD are two key
international institutions when it comes to economic and social policies in advanced industrialised
countries (Kildal and Nilssen, 2013). I argue that the institutions’ different characteristics and contexts

influence their ability to propose new policy solutions on demographic change.

The Commission conveys dualistic ideas on demographic change within employment and social policy. The
reports often discuss demographic change superficially as one amongst several “structural” issues,
implying that it is inevitable and that policymakers have difficulties addressing it. However, the reports
also treat demographic change as an issue requiring policy attention, mainly using economic language that
focuses on maintaining economic growth. In terms of policy solutions, the Commission’s ideas focus on
increasing employment rates. While the OECD also harbours these ideas, the OECD has recently suggested
other policy solutions to demographic change: automation and immigration. I engage in an in-depth
analysis of the Commission’s approach to these policy solutions to understand why they do not (yet?)

feature prominently in their discourse.

I suggest that both automation and immigration are politically sensitive issues, although in different ways,
allowing the Commission less leeway in discussing them because it has more at stake than the OECD. I
suggest that the OECD’s more technocratic mandate thus allows it to consider a broader set of policy
solutions to the socioeconomic issue of demographic change. The Commission can advocate fewer
approaches, constrained by political considerations. This helps explain why some institutions, such as the
Commission, occasionally become stuck in certain policy tracks, whereas others, such as the OECD, can

come up with more innovative policy ideas.

The paper’s structure is as follows. Section 2 briefly reviews the literature on the Commission and the
OECD to see what we might expect in terms of ideas on demographic change. Section 3 presents the
analytical framework of the paper. Section 4 details the paper’s methods and data. Section 5 analyses the

Commission’s ideas on demographic change, contrasting it with the OECD’s ideas. Section 6 concludes.
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The agenda-setting power of the European Commission

Both the Commission (Falkner, 2010) and the OECD (Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes, 2011) supply normative
and cognitive arguments about effective policies on employment and social policy, relying mainly on soft-
power approaches such as benchmarking exercises and review processes. However, the Commission is a
more politicised institution than the OECD. It is the bureaucratic arm of the EU and has the exclusive
power to propose legislation, providing it with significant agenda-setting capacities (Wonka, 2015). The
agenda-setting stage is crucial because it both places an issue on the political agenda, and determines the

form of the issue (Béland, 2016).

In the case of social policy, however, the principle of subsidiarity means that legislation primarily resides
with Member States, although there is shared competence with the EU (Seabrooke et al., 2019). EU power
in this field is thus based on soft policies, such as benchmarking and national surveillance (Falkner, 2010)
through the European Employment Strategy (Goetschy, 2001) and, more recently, the European Semester,
a framework for coordination of socioeconomic policies across Member States (Verdun and Zeitlin, 2018).

The Member States are obliged to participate in these formalised policy processes.

In contrast, scholars consider the OECD, headquartered in Paris, an expert, technocratic international
organisation (Greenhill, 2018). It has pioneered soft governance tools, such as standard-setting, and thus
wields epistemic influence on policymakers in member countries. The soft governance tools are
surprisingly effective (see e.g. Sharman, 2009 for an example on blacklisting tax havens). The organisation
generates comparative data, used to benchmark countries. Its research capacity and knowledge networks
have allowed it to become “a producer of ideas and shared understandings of appropriate behaviour”

(Mahon, 2009: 184).

In summary, both organisations are important hubs for data and ideas, so I expect them to convey clear
ideas on demographic change. Furthermore, the two organisations have previously influenced each other
on employment and social issues (see e.g. Dostal, 2004), so they may have similar ideas in this field.
However, the OECD is not at the helm of formal policy processes, so it has less at stake than the
Commission when it articulates policy ideas. This suggests that, despite some institutional similarities, we
may see different kinds of ideas from the two organisations on demographic change in the context of

employment and social policies.
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Analytical framework: ideas as policy solutions and problem
definitions

To analyse the Commission and OECD’s conceptualisation of demographic change in the context of
employment and social policy, this paper draws on an ideational-institutional analytical framework
inspired by especially Jal Mehta (2010) and Vivian Schmidt (2010). Understanding how policy actors
conceptualise issues is important because “definitions define the scope of potential possible choices”
(Mehta, 2010: 33), including certain policy solutions but excluding others. Thus, this paper favours
examining subjective meanings and interpretations, rather than seeing interests or preferences of policy
actors as determinants of political choices and outcomes. Furthermore, the paper analyses policy actors’
contests over how to define policy issues by studying the discourse through which the ideas are conveyed
(Schmidt, 2010). Actors may not, however, be consciously engaged in the ‘contest’ — they simply tend to
prefer particular kinds of problem definitions because of their taken-for-granted assumptions (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966). Finally, the institutional environment also matters when considering the conveyance of
ideas through discourse (Schmidt, 2010). In this paper, the organisations studied — the Commission and
the OECD — have different knowledge mandates (Halliday, 1985) from their stakeholders, which both
enable and constrain them. The paper will analyse this process, too. The framework thus draws on

ideational, discursive, and institutionalist insights, which I examine below in turn.

First, we must clarify what we mean by ideas and distinguish between types of ideas. Scholars generally
distinguish between ideas at three levels of generality: ideas as policy solutions, ideas as problem
definitions, which are both foreground ideas, and ideas as public philosophies, which are background ideas
(Campbell, 2002; Mehta, 2010; see also e.g. Schmidt, 2008). This paper focuses on ideas in the foreground

of political debate, i.e. those explicitly expressed by the Commission (or the OECD, when relevant).

Policy solutions are the narrowest and most specific kinds of ideas. They prescribe an actionable course of
policy action (Campbell, 1998). In employment and social policy, examples include the principle of
“flexicurity”, promising both flexibility in terms of liberal redundancy regulations and security in terms of
e.g. income (Mailand, 2010), and “making work pay”, i.e. ensuring economic incentives for inactive or
unemployed individuals to enter or re-enter the labour market (Trlifajovd and Hurrle, 2018). The
difference between such policy solutions and problem definitions is that ideas for policy solutions take the

problem for granted — the idea then provides a solution. However, problems do not appear out of thin air.

65



Thus, debates often focus on ideas as problem definitions. For example, what causes unemployment: rigid
labour market regulation, insufficient financial incentives, or a lack of jobs?* The answer to such a question
will limit the possible policy solutions. Therefore, while policy solutions are the most specific level of idea,
problem definitions are broader. Problem definitions do not automatically lead to certain policy solutions,

as there are several solutions available within each definition, which policy makers may then also contest.

Second, I analyse the ideas in discourse, i.e. the communication of the ideas amongst actors. The paper
focuses on the coordinative discourse of “ideational generation and contestation” (Carstensen and
Schmidt, 2016: 325) between policy actors.2 While ideas are present in a multitude of different discursive
materials, including political projects and policies (see e.g. Schmidt, 2016), this paper examines ideas in
written reports. I consider institutions’ written reports to be a form of communication with other policy
actors. They contain expressions of ideas (both problem definitions and policy solutions) and is thus part

of the coordinative discourse amongst policy actors.

Third, the institutional context of the ideational discourse is also important to examine as institutions both
constrain and enable actors (Terlizzi, 2019). As mentioned in the previous section, the Commission is a
highly political institution with the power to legislate and create common norms through benchmarking in
the context of employment and social policies. The Commission’s most important stakeholders are the
Member States. On the other hand, scholars consider the OECD a technocratic organisation, contributing
with data — albeit with political control. The analysis considers the impact of these different institutional
structures and recommends future research to explore the impact of others, such as the European

Parliament and the significance of different Commissions.

Thus, we end up with an analytical lens through which to examine the data from the Commission and the
OECD to tease out their conceptualisations of demographic change in the context of employment and social
policies. The analysis focuses on identifying and distinguishing between problem definitions and policy

solutions. While the data does not allow for definitive conclusions about why the institutions favour certain

1 There are other possible explanations, including workers’ inadequate skills and a slowdown of economic activity. The
point here is not to find the correct answer, because rarely is it a case of either-or, but to show that when policymakers
emphasise a particular problem definition, they subsequently focus on a particular set of policy solutions to deal with
the problem from that perspective. Simultaneously, however, they exclude other policy solutions.

2 We may contrast coordinative discourses with communicative discourses between political actors and the public
(Campbell, 1998; Schmidt, 2008).
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ideas over others, the paper finds some possible explanations based on the observed institutional

structures.

Methods and data

To uncover the ideas on demographic change within the context of employment and social policy in the
Commission, I analysed the Europe 2020-strategy paper, which informed the direction of the
Commission’s work in the decade 2010-2019, and Employment and Social Developments in Europe-
reports (ESDE). The Commission formulated the Europe 2020-strategy in 2010 as a follow-up to the
Lisbon strategy. It is an important policy document stating the Commission’s aims and goals for the
following decade. The ESDE-reports, in contrast, are at the earlier agenda-setting stage of the policymaking

process.

The ESDE is an amalgamation of several different reports on employment, social affairs, and social
dialogue published annually. Responsibility for the report lies with the Directorate-General for
Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion and it targets audiences within the Commission, social partners
(i.e., trade unions and interest organisations at the European level), Members of the European Parliament,
and members of the Social Protection Committee.3 The ESDE intends to provide “reliable data and a
thorough analysis of social and labour market developments across Europe to support...policy initiatives”
(European Commission, 2018a: 3). Because the Commission considers the ESDE part of their official
output, the report goes through an inter-service consultation, a lengthy process of crosschecking with other

Commission departments to ensure alignment on important issues.

Thus, while the Europe 2020-strategy contains official and specific Commission policy, the ESDE-reports
contain discussions and analyses of various ideas. Hence, we are more likely to find unorthodox ideas in
the ESDEs, although the inter-service consultation and subsequent alignment ensures the primacy of
established ideas from the Europe 2020-strategy. In this way, the Europe 2020-strategy serves as a kind
of starting point for the analysis while the ESDEs help us identify alternative ideas. In addition to these

documents, I conducted 20 semi-structured interviews with Commission officials, mostly in Brussels in

3 Discussions with Commission officials in Brussels working on the ESDE report, October 2018.
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late 2018, providing background information on the reports and processes in the Commission and

clarifying my understanding of the ideas on employment and social policy issues.

As it is easier to identify features in comparisons, I contrasted the Commission’s ideas on demographic
change with the OECD’s by analysing comparable documents. This turned out only to be relevant when it
came to policy solutions, as the problem definitions were very similar. The OECD’s 2018 Jobs Strategy
provided a contrast to the Commission’s Europe 2020-strategy. However, there are several differences
between the two documents, including length (the Commission’s strategy is 34 pages long while the
OECD’s strategy is almost 400 pages) and focus (the Commission’s strategy covers several policy areas
while the OECD’s strategy focuses on employment policy). In terms of purpose, however, the Commission’s
Europe 2020-strategy is a “vision of Europe’s social market economy” with some targets and priority policy
areas, and the OECD’s strategy similarly provides overarching policy recommendations, although
supported by lengthy analyses. Hence, as they both set out to provide guidelines for the member states on
employment and social policy issues, I consider the two documents to be roughly comparable for the

purposes of this paper.

The OECD does not publish a direct equivalent to the Commission’s ESDE-report. Thus, I analysed two
OECD reports, most importantly the annual Employment Outlook. This publication reviews recent trends,
policy developments, and prospects for employment and jobs in the OECD countries.4 However, it does
not analyse social developments, as the ESDE does, so I also analysed the OECD’s Society at a Glance-
reports. The OECD claims this is a biennial report, but in practice publishes it approximately every three
years and so I analysed the editions from 2011, 2014, 2016, and 2019. Table 1 provides an overview of the

documents analysed. For both organisations, I analysed the 2010-2019 reports.

4 OECD (2019) OECD Employment Outlook. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/oecd-employment-
outlook 19991266, accessed 5 December 2019.
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Table 1: Documents, strategies, and policy processes of the Commission and the OECD

Agenda-setting reports Strategies Policy processes
Commission Employment and Social Europe 2020 European Semester
Developments in Europe
(ESDE) European Employment
Strategy
OECD Employment Outlook Jobs Strategy N/A
Society at a Glance

The analytical process relied on coding and a loose kind of thematic analysis (inspired by Braun and Clarke,
2006; Clarke et al., 2015), assisted by the software NVivo. I began by reading the documents thoroughly.
As large sections of the reports did not address demographic change, I conducted a word search for
particular phrases related to demographic change to locate the relevant sections of the reports. Then, I
coded the relevant sections of text in an open-coding fashion, focusing on identifying descriptions of
demographic change and the presentations of policy responses. I paid attention to the kind of language
employed in the reports, i.e. specific terms that sounded unusual in the context. Finally, I grouped the
codes into clusters or themes, looking for similarities and differences between the codes to identify ideas
as problem definitions and ideas as policy solutions. The resultant themes provided the basis of the

analysis, presented in the following section.

The European Commission’s ideas on demographic change

This section contains two parts. First, I explore the Commission’s problem definition of demographic
change in the context of employment and social policies. Second, I examine the Commission’s policy
solutions, beginning with the most dominant and then expanding into some less orthodox ones, which the

OECD has recently suggested.

Ideas as problem definitions: framing demographic change

I begin with the most prevalent problem definition of demographic change in the Commission’s document:
demographic change as a structural challenge. This conceptualisation groups demographic change
together with other issues or “mega-trends” such as globalisation, climate change, and technological
progress. For example, the opening paragraph of the Europe 2020-strategy refers to demographic change
as a “long-term challenge” alongside globalisation and the pressure on resources (European Commission,

2010b: 5). The 2016 ESDE-report points out that,
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Since the mid-1990s, labour markets have been undergoing major structural
transformations driven by technological progress, population ageing, globalisation and
the greening of the economy.

(European Commission, 2016b: 148)

Grouping issues together reduces the importance of each individual topic, so this prominent problem
definition in the Commission reports sends the signal that demographic change is merely one amongst
several trends, which a former senior Commission official echoed:

“Yes [population ageing is an important topic in the ESDE-reports]. But population

ageing should not be isolated from other challenges. There is a general tension beyond

the Commission to see population ageing as a major trend — but there are other social

and economic trends that influence it. You need to put it in context. I don’t learn so

much from [population ageing]. But it’s useful to focus on, of course, but I prefer to

look at it in context.”

(Interview with previous senior Commission official, Skype, December 2018)

This problem definition downplays the possibility of effective policy action because the language employed
implies that such “structural trends” are inevitable. Since policymakers often prefer action to inaction, the

reports subtly relegate demographic change to the sidelines.

This problem definition clashes with other ideas that emphasise the severity of demographic change,
although always with an explicitly economic focus. For example, in the face of the expected employment
decline caused by population ageing, workers’ skills must be put to good use to ensure economic growth:

As the ageing society will require a strong acceleration of productivity growth due to

the forthcoming workforce decline, this waste of resources [skill mismatches] belongs

to the most serious recent socioeconomic developments and will inevitably result in

lower growth potential unless policy takes decisive action. (European Commission,

2015b: 125)5

5 The Commission reports consider it a “skill mismatch” when workers hold jobs above or below their skill level
(European Commission, 2015b: 125).
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Such language stresses the demographic challenge but also commodifies European citizens’ skills. While
the discourse on skills in the context of demographic change later shifts towards helping the individual, the
language remains focused on the labour market and economic activity:

Given major demographic and technological shifts, there is a broad consensus on the

need to invest in people. Such ‘social investment’ helps to improve individuals’ well-

being and prevent and mitigate social risks, by enabling citizens to acquire new skills

and become or remain active in the labour market.

(European Commission, 2019: 21)

This quote reflects the introduction of the Social Investment Package in 2013, where demographic change
was included. While the package had the potential to break with austerity (Kvist, 2015), its language was
so ambiguous that it may have been an attempt to align social policy with current economic policy
(Leibetseder, 2018). Furthermore, demographic change was merely an addendum to the package without

much substantial content (Seabrooke et al., 2019).

Similarly, the Commission reports cast demographic change as a challenge to the welfare state, as here in
the Europe 2020-strategy:

Demographic ageing is accelerating. As the baby-boom generation retires, the EU's

active population will start to shrink as from 2013/2014. The number of people aged

over 60 is now increasing twice as fast as it did before 2007... The combination of a

smaller working population and a higher share of retired people will place additional

strains on our welfare systems.

(European Commission, 2010b: 7)

The analysis of demographic change concludes that welfare states will be “strained”, implying the need for
change (see also European Commission, 2017: 9). This problem definition thus establishes the necessity of
either welfare investments or welfare retrenchment, exemplifying how defining the issue delimits the
possible policy solutions. Since EU frameworks place more emphasis on fiscal consolidation and austerity
than social investment (see also Bengtsson et al., 2017; Leschke et al., 2015), we are likely to see ideas

proposing welfare retrenchment rather than welfare investment.
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The analysis’s last distinctive problem definition of demographic change focuses on intergenerational
fairness and solidarity. The Commission casts demographic change as a challenge to the social contract
between generations. Generally, the current working-age population contributes to the older population,
expecting such compensation in time themselves (European Commission, 2017: 17, 52). Population ageing
tests this contract, because the growing older population requires larger investments than previously.
However, this problem definition also originates in an economic paradigm, focusing on maintaining
economic growth:

How can intergenerational fairness best be achieved in the context of demographic

change? (...) It is necessary to make better use of existing human resources and

enhance productivity.

(European Commission, 2017: 53)

Furthermore, this idea of intergenerational solidarity only has a brief life span as it features dominantly in
the 2017 ESDE-report but hardly thereafter. Later references to it are vague and overshadowed by the

return of the other problem definitions.

Throughout, the Commission reports take for granted the necessity of maintaining economic growth. There
is no analysis of zero or negative economic growth, although the 2017 ESDE-report concludes employment
growth will cease, under optimistic assumptions, latest around 2032 and productivity growth would have
to double from its current rate to ensure continued economic growth after this (European Commission,
2017: 64). Thus, a scenario of no economic growth is plausible within a decade — and yet no report analyses

this.

Summarising, the Commission’s problem definitions of demographic change in the context of employment
and social policy are dualistic: on one hand, the reports sideline the issue, downplaying policymakers’
ability to deal with it. On the other hand, when discussed in detail, the Commission uses primarily
economic language, defining demographic change as a challenge to the welfare state and focusing on
economic growth. The only other approach to demographic change — as a challenge to intergenerational
relationships — features prominently in just a single report and remains rooted in an economic paradigm.
In other words, the approach to demographic change seems to reflect the primacy of economic policy over
social policy and the essentiality of economic growth generally seen in Commission policymaking (see, e.g.,

de la Porte and Heins, 2015).
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Ideas as policy solutions: from employment rates to automation and
immigration

In line with the Commission’s economically focused problem definition of demographic change, the most
ubiquitous policy solutions in their documents propose increasing employment rates and ensuring fiscal
sustainability of public finances. The European Employment Strategy has focused on maximising
employment since its inception (van Rie and Marx, 2012) because after the introduction of the European
Monetary Union, Member States could no longer use monetary and budgetary policies to stimulate the
demand for labour (Pefia-Casas, 2013). Therefore, bringing underrepresented labour market groups (older
workers, women, the young, and immigrants) into the workforce were the only remaining options (ibid.).
The Commission seems to employ demographic change as an additional argument for increasing
employment rates. A Commission official put it this way: “Sure, when we recommend that countries should
utilise their workforce better we use all kinds of arguments, including population ageing” (interview with

Commission official in Brussels, October 2018).

In fact, the Commission occasionally attempts to drive home this approach with alarmist language. For
example, a report describes the exceptional circumstances of demographic change and, specifically, the
urgency of increasing employment rates:

The demographic challenges posed by the combination of lower fertility rates, longer

life expectancy, and a declining share of the working-age population creates pressures

to mobilise all available human resources...

(European Commission, 2015b: 118, see also p. 132)

Employing the word ‘mobilise’ (originally used in the context of war) implies a dire situation with an urgent
need for increasing employment rates. It indicates that it should be the norm for European citizens to work.
The language reflects a market-oriented discourse of labour commodification. In later Commission reports,
the language is modified slightly but with the same implication:

Reaching higher employment growth requires an increase in the rate of utilisation of

human resources on EU labour markets. Today almost 30 % of people aged 20 to 64

are not in employment. The chapter will therefore consider the potential of (much)

higher activity rates to safeguard employment growth for as long as possible.

(European Commission, 2017: 53, see also p. 57)
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Labour is still commodified (“utilisation of human resources”) to protect employment growth — and

economic growth — “for as long as possible”. The sense of urgency and alarm is pertinent.

There is little discussion of what the non-working groups are doing today, as if this activity is insignificant.
Rather, the reports suggest that working improves people’s lives (see e.g. European Commission, 2019:
68). This normative argument adds to the cognitive, economic arguments to form a strong discourse about

increasing employment rates.

Thus, the Commission combines alarmist language with cognitive and normative arguments about the
(market) value of bringing everyone into the workforce as a response to demographic change. I only found
this kind of alarmist language in the Commission documents, although the OECD has also been a
proponent of high employment rates in the neoliberal tradition for decades (see e.g. Mahon and McBride,
2009). The OECD might use similar language in other reports or outside the context of demographic

change, which future research could explore.

Although the OECD’s ideas generally remain orthodox, the OECD’s 2019 Employment Outlook introduces
alternative policy solutions to demographic change. This begins with a classic analysis of the challenges of
demographic change but ends on a surprising note:

In countries with rapidly ageing populations, shortages of qualified labour may arise

as the number of older workers retiring rises relative to the number of young people

entering the labour market. These shortages may in turn lead to faster automation or

stronger pressures to attract immigrant workers.

(OECD, 2019: 25)

The OECD mentions automation — technological developments that are altering production processes in
many sectors — and immigration as potential policy solutions to demographic change. Although these
policies feature in other OECD and Commission reports, this quote stands out because it clearly suggests
automation and immigration — and only these — as policy solutions to demographic change. I will contrast

the Commission’s and OECD’s ideas on, first, automation and, second, immigration.

Automation
Both the OECD and the Commission consider automation a policy solution to demographic change because

it is likely to increase productivity, which would compensate for decreasing employment growth and thus
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contribute to continued economic growth (see e.g. European Commission, 2017: 56—60). The Commission
regularly acknowledges the importance of increasing productivity as demographic change intensifies (see
e.g. European Commission, 2019: 77). However, the Commission and the OECD’s ideas differ on how to
increase productivity. The OECD argues that pressures from demographic change may lead to automation,
which may bolster growth:

In countries with ageing populations, shortages of qualified labour may arise... These

shortages may in turn lead to faster automation... Acemoglu and Restrepo (2017[16])

show that countries with the most rapidly ageing populations have also been among

the fastest to adopt industrial robots (and consequently they suggest that an ageing

population may not necessarily be a harbinger of slower economic growth).

(OECD, 2019: 42-3)

The OECD refers to research by Acemoglu and Restrepo on the potentially positive relationship between
automation and ageing societies (Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2017, 2018). The Commission also refers to this
research but only in a footnote (European Commission, 2018a: 130, footnote 370), reducing its pertinence
for the reader. In fact, the Commission seems concerned that automation may result in capital substituting
labour:

...the search for productivity gains, by substituting labour with capital, risks generating

jobless growth, reducing the national income share of workers relative to capital and

putting further pressure on the labour demand side.

(European Commission, 2016a: 231)

A later report has a more nuanced view on the matter — suggesting automation also creates jobs — but
maintains that jobs will be at risk (European Commission, 2018a: 63). This suggests that the Commission
is, at best, sceptical towards automation, a view echoed by a Commission official:

“What we found in the 2017 ESDE report on intergenerational fairness and solidarity

was that there will be an increased need for higher productivity. The 2018 report

found that this increased productivity can come from robots, but that would mean

that most of the income would go to those who own the robots.”

(Interview with Commission official, Brussels, October 2018)
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The Commission instead focuses on human capital to increase productivity (see e.g. European
Commission, 2015b: 105-6), encouraging investment in skills and education to distribute the benefits of
increased productivity to more people. For example, the Europe 2020-strategy does not mention
automation but refers to the necessity of teaching new skills to increase labour productivity (European
Commission, 2010b: 18). The 2017 ESDE-report discusses the benefits of human capital investment and
argues that it should be prioritised over capital investment:

Instead of trying to achieve higher productivity growth only through capital deepening

and through rationalisation, human capital investment policies put the quality of

labour at the forefront of policy action. Such re-thinking of productivity-enhancing

policy will be even more important as an ageing workforce may find it more difficult to

generate higher productivity growth.

(European Commission, 2017: 68)

Thus, the Commission reports tend to favour human capital investment over automation as a policy
solution to demographic change. While the 2019 OECD-report also acknowledges that upskilling workers
will be important (see e.g. OECD, 2019: 73), they are more positive about automation’s potential
contribution. Scholars have shown that the Commission is more attuned to social considerations on
employment issues than the OECD because the Commission’s approach is more interdisciplinary and
contextual (Mahon and McBride, 2009: 95-6). This might explain the Commission’s scepticism towards

the opportunities of automation.

Immigration
The other policy solution to demographic change in the OECD’s 2019 Employment Outlook is immigration,
suggesting that it may alleviate skill shortages in ageing countries. However, the OECD also acknowledges
the necessity of integration policies and that migrants are at risk of automation because of their
concentration in low-skilled jobs:

In conjunction with other policies, migration can make a significant contribution to

address demographic imbalances across countries and regions. In most OECD

countries, immigration can help address shortages, but in many cases there is also a

need for accompanying integration policies...

(OECD, 2018: 388, see also 2019: 43).
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This contrasts with the Commission’s approach, which is dualistic, at best. The Commission does not
ignore immigration in discussions on demographic change — quite the contrary — but their position on the

topic fluctuates substantially.

For example, the discourse on immigration differs markedly between the 2017 and 2019 ESDE-reports.
The 2017 report shows that a doubling of immigration would lead to an increase in the working-age
population in the long term (European Commission, 2017: 61). Only later does the report mention the
importance of integration policies (European Commission, 2017: 68) and it fails to mention the generous
assumptions the scenario makes. For example, immigrants also age and become dependent (Demeny,
2016) so the economic dependency ratio may not improve in the long term. The 2019 report, on the other
hand, acknowledges the positive impact immigration may have (European Commission, 2019: 77) but then
questions whether it improves the economic dependency ratio (European Commission, 2019: 80). Thus,

the 2019 report stresses the caveats on immigration, which the 2017 report ignored.

Even within reports, we see evidence of the dualism. The 2015 ESDE-report first concludes that
immigration would have to climb to unrealistic levels if it were to compensate fully for Europe’s population
ageing, but then argues that employment rates would have to increase to unrealistic levels if no further
third-country immigration was permitted (European Commission, 2016a: 165). The same report mentions
the need for a “paradigm-change” on immigration:
Indeed, seeing intra-EU mobility and third-country migration as instruments to
safeguard economic growth may become a necessary change of paradigm as the
demographic challenge adds to the EU’s evidently weak growth performance vis-a-vis
its main global competitors.

(European Commission, 2016a: 165)

In other words, the Commission recognises the potential contribution of immigration to ease the pressures
of demographic change, a view that a Commission official also expressed:
“I come at [population ageing] from the perspective of immigration and institutions
for integration. Because immigration with population ageing is not a question of
whether but a question of how. (...) So, we looked at dependency ratios, taxes, etc.
showing and saying that immigrants are good for you, considering your population

ageing. This field is being driven by rhetoric and emotions, not science.”
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(Interview with Commission official, Brussels, October 2018)

The quote points to the politicised and ‘emotional’ nature of immigration in Europe. Maybe the 2017 report
delivered a more forceful message about immigration’s important role in addressing demographic change
because the report was focused on demographic change, while the politicised nature of immigration,

particularly since 2015 (Demeny, 2016), means it is too controversial to propagate many years in a row.

Conclusion

This paper has examined the Commission’s ideas on demographic change in the context of employment
and social policies. Documents and interviews reveal that the Commission holds no clear ideas on
demographic change, neither in terms of how to define it (problem definitions), nor in terms of how to deal
with it (policy solutions). Rather, both problem definitions and policy solutions rely on existing
Commission discourse in employment and social policy, one premised on economic growth. The
documents speak mainly of demographic change as a challenge to economic growth and welfare states. The
other approach — as a challenge to intergenerational relationships — features only in a single report and
remains rooted in an economic paradigm. Thus, the problem definition of demographic change seems to
reproduce the primacy of economic policy over social policy evident in the EU’s institutions (de la Porte

and Heins, 2015).

The Commission’s proposed policy solutions focus on increasing employment rates, a recommendation
that stems from the inception of the European Employment Strategy in the late 1990s. The institutional
constraints on the Commission limit other possible responses within employment and social policy, since
there is no room for e.g. stimulating demand for labour through budgetary and monetary policy. In
contrast, a recent Employment Outlook-report from the OECD suggested both automation and
immigration as policy solutions to demographic change. While the Commission acknowledges the potential
contributions of both approaches, its reports reveal that they remain sceptical of the promise of automation
— arguably because of the more explicitly social agenda of the Commission compared to the OECD — and

they vary their position on immigration — probably due to the politicised nature of this issue.

The paper only examines the Commission’s ideas on demographic change in the context of employment
and social policies, and only looks at a subset of available data in this field, because of its exploratory nature.

Future research could include other reports, for example, the discontinued series of reports on demography
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(see the last one to be published: European Commission, 2015a), or the Ageing Reports. Future research
might also expand to other policy fields, such as migration, which resides in the Directorate-General of
Migration and Home Affairs. This paper provides suggestions for how we may understand the

Commission’s approach to demographic change, but more research would strengthen the findings.

Interestingly, the European Pillar of Social Rights, launched in 2017, did not include any statistical
indicators directly related to demographic change. Statistical indicators carry great weight in economic
governance (Miigge, 2016). As Mahon (2011: 573) points out, the development of new statistical indicators
“constitute the basis of future benchmarking exercises”, which are at the centre of the Commission’s soft
power. However, the fact that demographic change was not included is not surprising in the light of this
paper’s findings: the Commission faces a politicised institutional context in Brussels that seems to limit
the capacity for innovative thinking on demographic change, while the OECD has more room to manoeuvre

in Paris.

Meanwhile, demographic change is reshaping the populations of advanced industrialised societies in
Europe: the EU working age population is already declining and the consequences will soon follow.
Recently, the new President of the Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, appointed a Vice-President of
democracy and demography and charged her with producing a report on the impact of demographic
change on Europe and presenting a Green Paper on ageing.® Perhaps this indicates a renewed willingness

to address the socioeconomic issue of demographic change in the European Commission.

6 European Commission (2019) Ursula von der Leyen’s Mission letter to Dubravka Suica, Vice-President for
Democracy and Demography, Brussels, 1 December 2019. Available at
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/sites/comm-

cwt2019/files/commissioner mission letters/mission-letter-dubravka-suica en.pdf. Accessed 10 February 2020.
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PAPERII

The European Commission’s Ideas on Integrating
Underrepresented Groups into the Labour Market:

Abstract

The paper explores the European Commission’s ideas on social policy. It contributes to the debate on
asymmetric economic and social policies in the EU from an ideational perspective. Analysing Commission
reports on labour markets, employment, and social affairs over a fifteen-year period (2004-2018), I seek
to understand what ideas on employment of underrepresented labour market groups are prominent in the
reports and whether there is variation over time. To do so, I draw on the theoretical literature on ideas.
The paper concludes that the Commission’s approach to underrepresented groups in the labour market
has been and remains justified by an economic growth-discourse, leading to frames and policy ideas
dominated by supply-side thinking. Thus, there has been a lack of new policy solutions to underrepresented
labour market groups over the past fifteen years, revealing a lack of ideational innovation in the

Commission’s early-stage policy formulation.

Key words: ideas, social policy, labour market policy, European Commission

Introduction

Since the 1992 Social Protocol of the Maastricht Treaty, the European Commission has had the competence
to initiate legislation on a range of employment and social issues, effectively establishing EU social policy
(Menz, 2019). Unarguably, though, there is a ‘constitutional asymmetry’ in the setup of the EU, where
economic policies are more centralised than social policies (Scharpf, 2002), exacerbated by the response
to the Eurozone crisis (Scharpf, 2010). Social policy is the realm of soft policy instruments while the
Commission has gained increasingly hard powers over economic policy, particularly in the aftermath of

the crisis (de la Porte and Heins, 2015). Finance ministers in the European Council are better positioned

! This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in European Politics and
Society, published online 14 August 2020. DOI: 10.1080/23745118.2020.1807223
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to control policy priorities in the European Semester than ministers in the Employment, Social Policy,
Health and Consumer Affairs Council (Maricut and Puetter, 2018). The social Country-Specific
Recommendations support market development rather than correcting for market failures (Copeland and
Daly, 2018). The social investment-paradigm is absorbed into stable, neoliberal agendas focused on fiscal
discipline and deregulation in the European Semester (Crespy and Vanheuverzwijn, 2019). Thus, social

priorities are subordinated to fiscal consolidation (Leschke et al., 2015).

However, social objectives are arguably increasingly integrated in the European Semester, the new
architecture of EU socioeconomic governance (Zeitlin and Vanhercke, 2018). There is an increased
emphasis on social objectives, including a quantitative anti-poverty goal (Jessoula, 2015), an increased role
for the social actors in the EU (Zeitlin and Vanhercke, 2018), and an interconnection between social and
economic policy coordination mechanisms in the European Semester (Bekker, 2015). Thus, socialisation

may work through a back door-process, smuggled in through increased integration with economic policies.

Thus, we have two camps of researchers who agree on the facts but differ in their understanding of whether
Social Europe is a case of glass half-empty or glass half-full. Alternatively, we can advance our
understanding of the state of Social Europe by analysing the Commission’s position, considering its power
as the sole initiator of legislation and the EU’s centre of analysis. However, there is little research on this.
Crespy and Menz (2015) show that the Commission has employed its considerable powers to promote an
agenda of liberal market building rather than social regulation. Similarly, Menz (2019) demonstrates that
the Commission crafted a strong liberal identity for social and labour market policy under the Lisbon
strategy of the 2000s, while the arguably more social Europe 2020-agenda is unfocused and ultimately a
‘recycling’ of the liberal Lisbon strategy. Scholars thus agree on the power of the Commission to enact
change in the EU system but we need more empirical evidence to understand whether the Commission

may become a social rights champion (Parker and Pye, 2018).

Analysing Commission reports on labour markets, employment, and social affairs over a fifteen-year
period (2004-2018), I seek to understand what ideas on employment of underrepresented labour market
groups are prominent in the Commission’s reports and whether there is variation over time. Employment
policy is the most established aspect of EU social policy (Plomien, 2018: 287) so I expect it to be better

developed in the Commission than other aspects of social policy. Furthermore, employment policy aimed
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at underrepresented groups, such as women, youth, and the elderly, is at the intersection of socioeconomic
policy, as it both aims to increase the supply of workers to an ageing workforce and to integrate socially
marginalised groups into society. Thus, I expect this issue to be richer in ideas than issues that have less
economic motivation. However, I find little change in the Commission’s approach to underrepresented
labour market groups, revealing a lack of ideational innovation in early-stage policy formulation. If the
Commission does not have an innovative approach to social policy on this prominent and clearly defined
issue, it suggests that it is unlikely to exist on any social issue, where Commission competences are less

clearly defined. This indicates that the Commission is unlikely to become a champion of social issues.

I focus on women, youth, and the elderly as a subset of the underrepresented labour market groups because
the Commission reports consistently mention them over the fifteen years of the analysis. I exclude other
underrepresented groups, such as the low-skilled, immigrants, and disabled people, because they were not
consistently included in the 2004-2018 reports analysed here. Women, youth, and the elderly all have
lower employment rates than the total employment rate in Europe (see Table 1). The employment rates of
women and the elderly have both increased over the past decades. For women, the reasons include
increased educational levels, evolving family structures, and a breakdown of gender stereotypes (European
Commission, 2005). For the elderly, the main factors are increased educational levels and reduced options
for early retirement (European Commission, 2017). However, both groups remain underrepresented. For
youth, another indicator is commonly used as many young people are still attending education and thus
not economically active. The NEET rate measures young people not in employment, education, or training,
reflecting both unemployed and economically inactive youth (European Commission, 2012b). The rate was
particularly high during the Eurozone crisis. It has since dropped back to the 2008 rate but it has not

improved further.

Table 1: Labour market indicators of underrepresented labour market groups

2008 2013 2018 Change

2008-

2018
Total employment rate EU28 (20-64) 70.2 68.4 73.2 +3.0
Men (20-64) 77.8 74.3 79.0 +1.2
Women (20-64) 62.7 62.6 67.4 +4.7
Older workers (55-64) 45.4 50.1 58.7 +13.3
NEET rate (20-34), young people not in 16.5 20.1 16.5 0.0

employment, education, or training

Source: Eurostat EU-LFS
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I present my argument in six sections. Following this introduction, the second section reviews the literature
on employment of women, youth, and the elderly in the EU. The third section introduces the theoretical
foundation of ideational analysis. The fourth section presents the data and methods supporting the
empirical analysis. The fifth section analyses the results. The sixth and final section concludes and defines

the paper’s contributions.

The Commission’s approach to the employment of
underrepresented labour market groups

In this section, I review the literature on underrepresented labour market groups in the EU. The issue goes
to the heart of liberal social policy. In a time of ageing European populations, even sustaining growth rates
is challenging (Demeny, 2016). However, one possibility is to increase the supply of workers. Therefore,
underrepresented groups are low-hanging fruits to policymakers. Furthermore, increasing employment
rates for underrepresented groups contributes to solving a host of social issues, including inadequate
pensions, the gender pay gap, and marginalised youth. With an economic motivation for social policy, there
could arguably be more room for innovative ideas in the Commission, considering the better integration of

economic policies compared to social policies at the EU level.

The literature reveals four characteristics of the Commission’s approach to the employment of
underrepresented labour market groups: an overemphasis on quantitative employment rate targets, an
overreliance on supply-side policies, economic — rather than social — justifications for gender equality, and

policy continuity.

First, scholars criticise the Lisbon strategy and Europe 2020’s quantitative employment rate targets (Foster
and Walker, 2015; Smith et al., 2018; Smith and Villa, 2010). The Lisbon strategy set targets for both female
(60 per cent) and older workers’ (50 per cent) employment rates as well as an overall target (70 per cent),
all of which the EU fell short of reaching due to the financial crisis (European Commission, 2010a). In the
Europe 2020-strategy, there is an overall employment rate target of 75 per cent. This reduces the visibility
of women (Villa, 2013) and the elderly (Walker and Foster, 2013), but focus remains on getting
underrepresented groups into employment at all costs to reach the target (Smith and Villa, 2013). Although
there was never a specific employment rate target for young people, the overemphasis on quantitative

targets has also affected the Commission’s approach to young people’s employment situation (Smith et al.,
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2018). The emphasis on quantitative targets ‘crowds out’ other aims of employment policy, such as job
quality, job security, reducing the gender pay gap, etc. (Rubery, 2002; Rubery et al., 2003; Smith et al.,
2018; Walker and Foster, 2013). Thus, I expect the Commission reports to focus on increasing employment

rates of the underrepresented groups with the aim of reaching the quantitative targets.

Second, the overemphasis on quantitative targets leads to an overreliance on supply-side policies (Knijn
and Smith, 2012; Rubery et al., 2003). For example, Commission efforts focus narrowly on education and
training for young people (Chung et al., 2012). For the elderly, the Commission’s active ageing-paradigm
focuses on combatting ageism, increasing flexible employment opportunities, active labour market policies
(such as financial incentives for employers to hire older workers), and lifelong learning to ensure that older
workers are sufficiently skilled (Walker and Maltby, 2012). However, these supply-side policies, focused
on making older workers more ‘employable’, ignore important aspects of old age, such as mental and
physical health (Walker, 2008). The suggested policies for women, such as expanding childcare provision
and improving women’s access to active labour market policies (ALMPs), ignore demand-side issues such
as the gender pay gap (Rubery et al., 2003). Thus, I expect an overemphasis on supply-side policies to

address the labour market situation of the underrepresented groups in the Commission reports.

Third, the Commission has increasingly framed gender equality in economic terms rather than in terms of
social justice (Rubery and Rafferty, 2013). The economic case was meant to sell gender equality to decision
makers but has instead ‘become a justification for having any EU-level gender equality policies at all.’
(Elomaki, 2015: 298) Thus, I expect economic justifications for increasing women’s employment rate

rather than social justifications. This may extend to the other underrepresented groups as well.

Fourth, particularly for older and younger workers, scholars criticise the continuity of Commission
employment policies. For example, today’s efforts to increase young people’s employability emphasise
vocational training, reducing the number of early school-leavers, and offering ALMPs to young people
(Lahusen et al., 2013), which has remained unchanged since the 1990s (Goetschy, 1999). The ‘productivist’
approach of the Commission towards older workers — as opposed to a more comprehensive, social
approach — has also permeated the active ageing-paradigm since the Commission introduced it around the
turn of the century (Foster and Walker, 2015; von Nordheim, 2004). Thus, I expect limited innovation in

terms of the Commission’s policies to encourage labour market participation of underrepresented groups.
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I compare these four expectations to the results in the analysis section. The next section, though, outlines
the paper’s theory, which distinguishes between different levels of ideas, clarifying both the expectations

and the results.

Ideas: what, why, and how?
This section reviews what ideas are, why they matter, and how we can analyse them. This provides the
theoretical grounding for mapping ideas in the Commission’s reports on underrepresented groups in the

labour market.

What are ideas? Ideas consist of ‘elements of meaning’ (Carstensen, 2011: 600) that allow actors
simultaneously to reduce societal complexity and use ideas strategically. Ideas are thus both a constraint
— actors need ideas to handle the uncertainties of the social world — and a resource — ideas can be used by
actors to influence other actors (Carstensen, 2011: 603). In this way,

Ideas provide specific solutions to policy problems, constrain the cognitive and

normative range of solutions that policy makers are likely to consider, and constitute

symbols and concepts that enable actors to construct frames with which to legitimize

their policy proposals.

(Campbell, 1998: 398)

Why are ideas important to study? Scholars have shown that ideas are important in all stages of
policymaking, with an emphasis on the early stages, including agenda-setting (Béland, 2016). Here, ideas
shape what issues are on the agenda, how to think about the issues, and the competition for attention
between issues. For example, a particular set of (French) ideas about the European community determined
the negotiations resulting in the EEC in the 1950s (Parsons, 2002). EU leaders’ ideas about the Eurozone
crisis (and their communication) are partially to blame for the crisis, as the ideas were not perceived as
legitimate by neither the market nor the public (Schmidt, 2014). Thus, scholars have shown how important
ideas are, both in the early stages of policymaking as well as in the whole process. This paper focuses on

the earliest stages of policymaking, i.e. agenda-setting.

How do we analyse ideational power? From the literature (amongst others, Carstensen and Schmidt, 2016),
I have derived five factors of ideational analysis. These are (1) the capacity to influence; (2) the actors that

influence; (3) the actors that are influenced; (4) the ideational elements employed in the influencing; and
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(5) the method employed, which may be direct (persuasion or imposition) or indirect (by influencing the
ideational context that defines the range of possibilities). Considering existing research on the first three
factors, I assume the Commission has the capacity to influence relevant actors in the EU ecology through
its agenda-setting power and its role in information gathering (Hartlapp et al., 2014b). In this paper, I
analyse the last two factors of ideational analysis, i.e. (4) the ideational elements employed (5) indirectly
by the Commission in defining their own and others’ range of possibilities. I focus on the indirect method
of ideational influencing, rather than the direct, because these reports are not used to persuade or
imposition other actors in the EU environment. Rather, I argue that the reports influence the ideational

context of both the Commission and broader EU audiences due to the Commission’s agenda-setting role.

To analyse these ideational elements, I distinguish between ideas at three levels of generality (Campbell,
2004; Mehta, 2010; Schmidt, 2008, see Figure 1). First, there are discourses, a term I use to reflect their
potential ideational domination (Schmidt, 2016: 322), although scholars also call them public philosophies
or worldviews (Schmidt, 2008). Discourses are lenses through which people see the world or core
principles and assumptions in the background of policy debates. The Commission’s economic justification
for gender equality exemplifies an underlying discourse of economic growth. Second, there are frames or
problem definitions, which are particular ways of understanding complex — but specific — issues (Mehta,
2010). Policymakers, drawing on values and attitudes to legitimise solutions, formulate frames (Campbell,
2004). The Commission’s emphasis on quantitative employment rate targets in their approach to labour
market policy is an example of a frame. Third, there are policy ideas, which are the policymakers’ solutions.
They specify how to solve policy issues, taking the problem and the objective for granted from the frames
and discourses (Mehta, 2010). The supply-side policies of education and training are examples of policy
ideas within labour market policy, building on discourses of economic growth and frames that

problematize the labour force, i.e. lack of qualifications or skills.
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Figure 1: The relationship between discourses, frames, and policy ideas

Discourse Background

Policy ideas Foreground

Frames

\ 4

Source: Author

Thus, in the analysis, I map ideas on the employment of underrepresented labour market groups, which
both constrain and empower. The ideas constrain Commission officials in terms of how they think about
policy issues and what solutions are available. However, the ideas may also constrain others, particularly
inside the EU, who take these reports as starting points for what issues to consider and how to deal with
them. In this way, by creating an ideational context in their analytical reports, Commission officials delimit

both the agenda and the range of possible policy solutions.

Methods

To analyse the Commission’s ideas on employment issues of underrepresented groups in the labour
market, I analyse two series of Commission reports: Employment and Social Developments in Europe
(ESDE), authored by the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion (DG EMPL),
and Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe (LMWD), authored by the Directorate-General for
Economic and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN). These bureaucratic-analytical reports provide a holistic view
of the Commission’s ideas, representing both social and economic actors (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014).
The reports are not representative of the Commission’s ideas on women, youth, and the elderly’s
employment. Rather, they serve as a starting point for mapping the ideational context in which social
policymaking takes place in the EU, uncovering the foundational ideas of the agenda-setting stage. They

outline the common frames under which the Commission works.

I begin the analysis in 2004 for two reasons. First, for pragmatic reasons because 2004 is the first year
both reports were available. DG ECFIN began publishing LMWD in 2004, while DG EMPL had been

publishing a forerunner of ESDE since 1989 (see Table 2). Second, analysing reports from 2004 onwards
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means I have data from before the 2008 financial crisis, allowing me to analyse periods of pre-crisis, crisis,

and recovery.

Table 2: List of reports analysed

DG Title of report Length of
report (no. of
pages)

DG Employment in Europe 2004 273

EMPL  The Social Situation in the EU 2004 192

Employment in Europe 2005 304
Employment in Europe 2006 202
The Social Situation in the EU 2005-2006 176
Employment in Europe 2007 324
Employment in Europe 2008 202
The Social Situation in the EU 2007 224
Employment in Europe 2009 196
The Social Situation in the EU 2008 190
Employment in Europe 2010 204
The Social Situation in the EU 2009 364
Statistical Portraits of the Social Situation 2010 236
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2011 2092
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2012 476
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2013 504
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2014 336
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2015 472
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2016 274
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2017 268
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2018 280
DG Labour market and wage developments in 2004 164
ECFIN Labour market and wage developments in 2005 224
Labour market and wage developments in 2006 232
Labour market and wage development in 2007 244
Labour market and wage developments in 2008 348
Labour market and wage developments in 2009 300
Labour Market Developments in Europe 2011 179
Labour Market Developments in Europe 2012 175
Labour Market Developments in Europe 2013 143
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2015 (DG EMPL) 168
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2016 (DG EMPL) 154
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2017 (DG EMPL) 168
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2018 (DG EMPL) 198

Note: DG EMPL has published Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe since 2015 due to organisational
changes in the Commission. However, in the analysis, I continue to consider this report as a DG ECFIN-report for two
reasons. First, the whole team working on the report moved from DG ECFIN to DG EMPL, indicating that the team
maintained similar working practices and views for at least some time following the move. Second, Commission
officials who I spoke with about the reports emphasised the continuity in the report, mentioning that changes mainly
focused on the timing of the publication, ensuring alignment with DG EMPL publications.

The reports differ in terms of processes. DG EMPL’s ESDE is subject to an ‘interservice consultation’ in
the Commission, a long process of consultations with other DGs to ensure alignment. DG ECFIN’s LMWD
does not go through this process. The audiences of the reports also differ. The DG EMPL report targets

internal audiences in the Commission, DG EMPL’s stakeholders (social partners), Members of the
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European Parliament, and members of the Social Protection Committee. The more technical DG ECFIN
report particularly targets the Economic Policy Committee and the European Central Bank. However, both
reports are at the early stages of policy formulation and are lowest common denominators in the EU
system, since only the Commission has to agree internally on the contents. Other relevant documents, such
as the Country-Specific Recommendations or the Annual Growth Survey, are scrutinised by Member States
and other stakeholders so there is less room for radical or innovative ideas. The reports are thus where we

could expect a breeding ground of potential novel solutions to EU social policy challenges.

I expect to see differences between ideas in the two reports because studies have shown considerable
differences between DG EMPL and DG ECFIN. For example, DG EMPL adheres to a market-correcting
logic while DG ECFIN adheres to a market-enhancing one (Hooghe, 2012). On population ageing, DG
EMPL takes a social view and DG ECFIN an economic view (Seabrooke et al., 2019). Thus, DG EMPL and
DG ECFIN represent traditional dividing lines along the economic and the social within the Commission,
leading me to expect DG EMPL to emphasise social issues more than DG ECFIN. This would not be
surprising, given their institutional settings, but if a ‘socialisation’ of the European processes is taking place
(Zeitlin and Vanhercke, 2018), I would expect to see evidence of more social concerns and policies in DG
ECFIN’s reports over time. However, due to shortcomings of the data, my conclusions for DG EMPL are
likely to be stronger than for DG ECFIN. There are fewer DG ECFIN reports due to less consistent
publishing. The DG ECFIN reports are also shorter in terms of number of pages, resulting in fewer data
points. Thus, I expect to be able to say more about DG EMPL’s ideas on employment issues than about DG

ECFIN’s ideas.

I analysed the reports using qualitative content analysis (QCA; Schreier, 2012, 2013). QCA helps reduce
the data and describe its meaning through the generation of categories that take the meaning of specific
passages ‘to a higher level of abstraction’ (Schreier, 2013: 170) so that the categories will apply to a number
of references in the material. In this way, the researcher both describes and summarises the meaning of
the material. Additionally, QCA helps track the rise and decline of ideas over time, which is relevant due to

the longitudinal nature of the analysis. To aid the coding process, I used the software NVivo.

The broad nature of the reports (developments in employment, the labour market, wages, and social

affairs) compared to the focus of the research (the integration of women, youth, and the elderly in the
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labour market) meant that I could not single out neither full reports nor individual chapters as relevant.
Therefore, following a systematic examination of all of the material (Schreier, 2012: 5), I conducted an
exclusive round of relevance coding (Schreier, 2012: 82), where only the paragraphs relevant to the
research were included, resulting in 4,947 paragraphs or segments. All coding rules, including for the

relevance coding, are available in appendix 2.

The typology of ideas provided the theoretical underpinnings for the first-level categories of the coding
scheme: discourses, frames, and policy ideas. I generated the second-level categories inductively. I
conducted a round of pilot coding with a representative sample of the data before applying the coding
frame to all of the material. The pilot phase led to some adjustments of the coding scheme. As the only
coder of the data, I recoded a representative sample of the data after the main coding. The recoding was
more consistent than the pilot phase (the Kappa score increased from an average of 0.887 to 0.915),
confirming that the specifications of the coding scheme increased the stability of the analysis. After the
coding, I looked for similarities and differences amongst the categories of the coding scheme to identify
second-order themes (Gioia et al., 2013: 20—21). These themes are deeper and more abstract, helping to

describe the ideational elements in the data. I introduce them in the next section.

Results and analysis
In this section, after reviewing how frequently the Commission reports mentioned the underrepresented
labour market groups, I present and discuss the themes identified within the three levels of ideas:

discourses, frames, and policy ideas.

The Commission’s references to women, youth, and the elderly as underrepresented groups in the labour
market fluctuated over the 15-year period (Figure 2). However, the total number of references (for both
DG EMPL and DG ECFIN) over the years are very similar, with 2319 references to women, 2121 references
to youth, and 2181 references to the elderly in labour market situations. Focus chapters on specific groups
create a fluctuating distribution. Commission officials do not always choose focus chapters because of
pertinent current issues, but because it is time to review an issue or because there is a request from the EU
system to cover a particular topic. Furthermore, the 2008 financial crisis seems to have crowded out
discussions on the underrepresented groups, reflected in the decreased number of references across all

three groups in the period 2008-2009. The Commission neglected gender equality during the crisis due to
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the overwhelming macroeconomic issues (Rubery, 2015; Smith and Villa, 2010, 2013). In spite of high
youth unemployment during the crisis, the Commission even seemed to ignore the plight of young people
in the labour market (Lahusen et al., 2013), confirmed in Figure 2. Interest in the three groups picked up

again from around 2010.

Figure 2: Distribution of references to women, youth, and the elderly in the Commission reports, 2004-
2018
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Discourses

The Commission’s discourses focus on the underlying assumptions in the background of the policy debate,
specifying the way in which policymakers can define issues. From the second-level categories (definitions
and examples are available in appendix 3), I identified one dominant discourse on economic growth and

some alternative discourses.

The dominant discourse of economic growth is by far the most prominent and persistent over time (Figure
3). It consists of the second-level categories of ‘competitiveness and economic growth’, ‘population ageing’,
and ‘sustainability of social security systems’, which all have an economic motivation for increasing
employment rates. ‘Population ageing’, for instance, focuses on alleviating the financial pressures of
population ageing by boosting employment rates, reflecting the worldview that decreasing populations is

an economic challenge and not, for instance, a relief in the light of climate change.
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Figure 3: Distribution of discourses in the Commission reports, 2004-2018
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This dominant discourse of economic growth supports the expectation that economic justifications —
rather than social ones — for women’s equal labour market participation would be prominent. Additionally,
the expectation seems to extend to youth and the elderly as well. The discourse is not surprising considering
the singular focus on competitiveness and economic growth inherent in the Lisbon Strategy of the early
2000s (Armstrong, 2012b), which is also the period in which the discourse is strongest (2004-2010). The
explanation for its continued dominance is that Europe 2020 is partially a recycling of the Lisbon strategy
(Menz, 2019). Additionally, the ‘competitiveness and economic growth’-category is the first one to emerge
forcefully following a period of suppressed discourses during the early years of the financial crisis (2008-

09), revealing a lack of ideational change.

The alternative discourses to the dominant one is ‘questioning the benefits’ and ‘social integration’ (Figure
3). ‘Questioning the benefits’, which is an internal critique to the approach of increasing employment rates,
is a larger category in the early years of the study but nearly disappears with the onset of the crisis in 2008.
‘Social integration’ is more consistent over time and represents an alternative discourse to the one on
economic growth, one more focused on the groups as important social components, where their integration
into the labour market is valued because it will bring social benefits, not only economic ones. Ultimately,

however, they are only alternatives to the dominant economic growth-discourse.

93



Frames

Frames are policymakers’ definitions of policy issues. In this section, I analyse how the Commission frames
the groups’ underrepresentation in the labour market. From the second-level categories generated during
the coding, I identify two main themes: a theme on the choices of the underrepresented groups, i.e. the
supply-side, and a theme on problems with the labour market, i.e. the demand-side. Both themes are

rooted in the dominant discourse of economic growth. I also identify a few alternative frames.

The first theme emphasises the choices (whether they are made freely and consciously or not) of the
underrepresented groups as the reasons for women, youth, and the elderly’s underrepresentation in the
labour market (Figure 4). This includes the category ‘family- or care-related reasons’, which is particularly
relevant for women but also the elderly. Here, the reports frame the underrepresented groups’ situation as
caused by care-responsibilities towards e.g. children, older family members, or partners. The category thus
emphasises that particularly women and the elderly are more often responsible for caring for family
members, limiting their labour market attachment. This category is particularly prominent in the post-
crisis period, potentially indicating that the Commission has become more aware of the challenges posed
by care responsibilities to labour market performance. The recent adoption of the Work-Life Balance
Directive, which supports parents and carers, strengthens this conclusion. The other category in this theme
is ‘easy exits chosen’, which covers older workers retiring and young people going into education, as
underrepresented groups often have plausible alternatives to being in the labour market. This category was
more prominent before the crisis, perhaps reflecting the pre-crisis focus on increasing the labour market
attachment of the elderly and postpone retirement. Summarising, this theme emphasises the alternatives
of the underrepresented groups to being in the labour market, problematizing the supply-side of the labour

market.
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Figure 4: Distribution of frames problematizing the supply-side in the Commission reports, 2004-2018
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The second theme stresses problems in the labour market, such as the ‘economic downturn’, ‘structural
challenges’, and ‘temporary’ and ‘part-time contracts’ (Figure 5). ‘Economic downturn’-references
highlight the groups disadvantaged by the crisis, particularly youth. ‘Structural challenges’ refers to long-
term problems for the underrepresented groups in the labour market, emphasising their
underrepresentation without mentioning other issues. For example, the category applied when the reports
mentioned two or more of the groups’ underrepresentation, referring to them as groups with low
employment rates. In terms of timing, ‘economic downturn’ is prominent from 2008 to 2012, with a dip in
2011 when Europe thought the crisis was over. ‘Structural challenges’, on the other hand, is prominent in
the pre-crisis and post-crisis years where the economic situation is good, so the persistent

underrepresentation of these labour market groups becomes more prominent (e.g. 2007 and 2015).

The temporary and part-time employment-frames problematize the high frequency of not full-time, not
permanent contracts amongst the underrepresented groups. For example, a high percentage of women are
on part-time contracts (31.4 per cent of women as opposed to 8.2 per cent of men in 2016; European
Commission, 2017), which may initially have encouraged women to enter the labour market, but which
also means that women work fewer hours than men. Generally, the reports framed the benefits as
outweighed by the problem that these contracts are more prevalent amongst underrepresented groups in
the labour market, further marginalising them, a particularly important issue for youth on temporary

contracts (European Commission, 2012b: 32). These frames thus problematize the prevalence of such
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contracts, born from the Commission’s discourse of economic growth, as the aim is to bring more people

into employment and for them to work more hours.

Figure 5: Distribution of frames problematizing the demand-side in the Commission reports, 2004-
2018
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Both themes on respectively supply- and demand-side issues originate in the Commission’s economic
growth-discourse. An additional frame, ‘instruments to reaching targets’, also has an underlying growth-
discourse, referring to the Lisbon strategy and Europe 2020’s employment rate targets. Especially women
and the elderly are framed as ‘instruments’, where it is calculated how much employment needs to increase
by to reach the target(s). This confirms the expectation of the literature review that the Commission

emphasises the quantitative employment rate targets.

Finally, there is a group of small alternative frames: ‘affected by austerity measures’, ‘discouraged worker
effect’, and ‘frustration’. For instance, ‘affected by austerity measures’ expresses an opposition to fiscal
consolidation policies, emphasising the negative impact of austerity policies on underrepresented labour
market groups. This is primarily about women, but includes references to the elderly. Overall, this group

of alternative frames is small compared to the supply- and demand-side themes.

Policy ideas
Policy ideas are policymakers’ suggested solutions for the issues at hand, informed by the dominant

discourses and frames. In this section, I present the policy ideas on women, youth, and the elderly in the
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Commission’s reports. A theme on supply-side solutions is the most prominent, but there are also some
alternative policy ideas. The economic growth-discourse is strong in the supply-side theme, whereas

alternative discourses and frames have filtered through to the alternative policy ideas.

The supply-side theme of policy ideas consists of four policy ideas (Figure 6). One category focused on
‘making work pay’, a contested — but popular — notion to reform the welfare state to ensure economic
incentives for inactive or unemployed individuals to enter or re-enter the labour market (Trlifajova and
Hurrle, 2018). The policy seems to have dropped off the radar since the end of the crisis around 2013. The
number of references to ‘ALMPSs’ increases over the period, particularly during the crisis years. ALMPs are
popular with policymakers but their results are mixed (Leschke, 2011). The reports also suggest ‘relaxing
labour market conditions’, i.e. relaxing employment protection legislation. However, this idea has not fared
so well since the end of the crisis around 2013. ‘Training, skills, and life-long learning’ is prominent
throughout the period. It is a classic supply-side policy idea, which policymakers have applied particularly
to youth, as the literature revealed, but also to the elderly. Overall, this theme shows that the Commission
reports rely heavily on supply-side policies to underrepresented labour market groups, as the literature led

us to expect.

Figure 6: Distribution of supply-side policy ideas in the Commission reports, 2004-2018
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Alternative policy approaches appear in the early years of the analysis, but most all but disappear over
time. One noteworthy policy idea, ‘participation-friendly policies’, was prominent in the reports and

implies making it more feasible and attractive for particularly women and the elderly to return to or remain
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in the labour market through e.g. more and better childcare and flexible working hours. The policy idea
channels the alternative discourses and frames mentioned previously by focusing on making employment
a viable opportunity for underrepresented groups, not by either coercing or subtly drawing them in, but by

reforming European societies and workplaces.

Comparing DG EMPL and DG ECFIN reports

In terms of the expected differences between DG EMPL’s and DG ECFIN’s reports, DG ECFIN’s reports
are overwhelmingly economically oriented. Socially oriented categories occurred almost exclusively in DG
EMPL’s reports. Although one might argue that any occurrence of social categories in the DG ECFIN
reports is surprising, the few occurrences are random and insignificant, particularly as there is no increase
over time. In terms of discourses and frames, the instances are isolated. The only exception is the
alternative policy idea ‘participation-friendly policies’, which regularly appears in DG ECFIN’s reports
beginning in 2012. One possible explanation is that the more socially holistic policy approach from e.g. the
European Pillar of Social Rights is beginning to permeate even DG ECFIN. However, since alternative
discourses or frames do not underpin it, I interpret it as a case of internal contradiction between DG

ECFIN’s foundational ideas and their advocated solutions.

An interesting example of this concerns policy ideas on the integration of older workers, the policies of
‘active ageing’ and ‘reforming pensions’. Considering the few DG ECFIN-data points, we cannot directly
compare the two DGs. Thus, I compare the mentions of active ageing and reforming pensions over time

separately for the DG ECFIN and DG EMPL reports (Figures 7 and 8).

Figure 7: Number of mentions of active ageing and reforming pensions in DG ECFIN reports, 2004-2018
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Figure 8: Number of mentions of active ageing and reforming pensions in DG EMPL reports, 2004-2018
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The figures show that the DG ECFIN reports mention reforming pensions more than active ageing and vice
versa for the DG EMPL reports. Although I expected this due to the different institutional settings of the
DGs, it is striking that DG ECFIN only mentions active ageing twice. Furthermore, one of these segments
was in essence about reforming pensions, although it mentioned active ageing (European Commission,
2015b: 76). Thus, DC ECFIN has a clear focus on reforming pensions, confirming the discourse of securing

sustainable public finances.

Co-occurrence of different levels of ideas

To understand the connections between the different levels of ideas, I analysed co-occurrences,
systematically searching for overlapping categories of coding. I found that certain combinations of ideas
systematically co-occurred, emphasising the dominance of the economic growth-ideas. The co-occurrence

of alternative ideas across levels was weaker.

The dominant discourse-categories of economic growth (‘competitiveness and economic growth’ and
‘population ageing’) tended to co-occur with economic growth-frames, such as ‘easy exits chosen” and
‘structural challenges’. The dominant discourses also co-occurred with policy ideas such as ‘reforming
pensions’ and ‘training, skills and LLL’. Furthermore, the frames ‘easy exits chosen’ and ‘structural
challenges’ also tended to co-occur with the policy ideas ‘reforming pensions’ and ‘training, skills, and LLL.
Thus, we see a lock-in effect from a discourse on population ageing to the frame of older workers retiring

early (‘easy exits chosen’) to the policy idea of reforming pensions — with the aim of economic growth.
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On alternative ideas, the connection from discourses to frames to policy ideas was not so clear.
Surprisingly, the alternative discourses (‘questioning the benefits’ and ‘social integration’) co-occurred
with the same economic growth-frames as above, ‘easy exits chosen’ and ‘structural challenges’. This may
be because these economic growth-frames are the reports’ most common frames for the problems of
underrepresented groups in the labour market. Thus, even when the underlying discourses question the
economic growth-imperative, economic growth-frames dominate the agenda-setting. There was, however,
also a co-occurrence of alternative discourses with the alternative policy idea ‘participation-friendly

policies’.

In summary, the co-occurrence of various categories across the levels of ideas shows the lock-in effect of
the dominant economic growth-discourse and frames, reinforcing particular policy ideas and dominating

the Commission’s agenda-setting.

Conclusion

With a content analysis of Commission documents spanning 15 years, this paper analyses the
Commission’s ideas on employment of three underrepresented groups in the labour market to understand
the ideational context of social policymaking in the EU. The paper argues that very little has changed in
the Commission’s approach to these groups, showing a dearth of ideas at the EU’s centre of analysis and

suggesting a lack of progress in EU social policy.

The findings broadly confirm the expectations of the literature on underrepresented labour market groups.
In terms of discourse, the Commission reports reflect economic justifications for increasing the
employment rates of women, youth, and the elderly, neglecting important social justifications. The most
prominent frames in the reports draw on this dominant economic growth-discourse, to the extent that
women, youth, and the elderly are framed as ‘instruments’ to help achieve the quantitative employment
rate targets of the Lisbon strategy and Europe 2020. At the level of policy ideas, the reports reflect a heavy
emphasis on supply-side policies. On internal Commission politics, DG EMPL focuses more on socially

leaning ideas than DG ECFIN.

The findings suggest that the Commission is unlikely to become a champion of social rights (Parker and

Pye, 2018) as the foundational ideas identified across DG EMPL and DG ECFIN are about economic
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growth, not social integration. It thus confirms the continued ‘social asymmetry’ of the EU, identified by

Scharpf (2002), and the subordination of social priorities to fiscal consolidation (Leschke et al., 2015).

The data has some limitations. There is insufficient DG ECFIN-data, limiting potentially interesting
findings on differences between DG EMPL and DG ECFIN. However, the fact that I was able to conduct an
analysis across the two Commission actors carries some significance in itself, as it is rare for responsibilities
to overlap in such a way and for such an extended time as I found here. Additionally, the analysis entailed
some simplifying decisions, such as choosing to focus only on women, youth, and the elderly, ignoring
other groups. Furthermore, the analysis did not sufficiently capture groups that overlapped, such as elderly
women, who have seen drastic improvements in labour market participation over the period studied here
(European Commission, 2012c: 205). However, the results are an exploratory mapping of the
Commission’s ideas on social policy, focusing on a representative selection of larger labour market groups
and on an important subcategory of EU social policy, labour market policy. The analysis presents the
ideational context in which social policymaking in the EU takes place. Due to the nature of the reports, if

innovative ideas are not present here, they are unlikely to appear elsewhere in the Commission’s work.

In terms of ideational theory, the analysis demonstrates more ideational stability than change, aligning
with an expectation of policy continuity. Particularly at the background level of discourses, the stability is
considerable. I find some evidence of ideational change at the level of policy ideas but due to the stable
discourses, new policy ideas that draw on alternative, more socially oriented, discourses disappear over
time. However, the data shows a generally decreasing trend for all categories identified during the analysis.
This might indicate incremental change towards new ideas, reflecting the ‘gradual transitions’ evidenced
in economic ideas in the aftermath of the financial crisis (Moschella and Tsingou, 2013; Widmaier, 2016b).
Future research could pursue this suggestion through analysis of additional Commission documents as

well as interviews with Commission officials.

101



102



PAPERIII

Institutional Logics in the European Commission:
Competition and complementarity on active ageing and
pension reform

Abstract

The literature on Directorate-Generals in the European Commission expects conflicts along functional
dividing lines, such as economic and social affairs. To further the research agenda, I apply an institutional
logics perspective, showing how alternating competition and complementarity between different
institutional logics explains the evolution of two socioeconomic policy responses to population ageing,
active ageing and pension reform. Based on the literature on EU social policy, the paper identifies two
ideal-type institutional logics that permeate the Commission: market logics and social logics. I trace the
framing of active ageing and pension reform in Commission discourse from 1997 to 2018 using qualitative
data analysis. The paper demonstrates that, due to the dominance of market logics within the Commission,
the Commission has advanced pension reform — the issue with the strongest market logic-elements — more
strongly as a solution to population ageing than active ageing, which has stronger social logic-elements.
Thus, the construction of an issue and to what extent the construction resonates with the dominant logic
may condition whether or not the Commission advances an issue, beyond the question of EU competences.
Researchers can apply the institutional logics perspective to other policy areas that span traditional
functional dividing lines of the Commission bureaucracy to help explain both competition and

complementarity between Directorate-Generals in the EU bureaucracy.

Key words: European Commission; active ageing; pension reform; institutional logics; social policy

Introduction

Despite the European Commission’s conceptualisation as a “collegiate” and unitary body, evidence of
internal conflicts at both the political (Wonka, 2008) and administrative levels (Hartlapp et al., 2014b) has
surfaced. Scholars have shown that conflict between Directorate-Generals (DGs) in the Commission

appears along functional dividing lines, such as economic and social affairs (Wonka, 2015: 97). This finding
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allows research to explore the asymmetry between economic and social policies on the organisational level.
While the asymmetry between economic and social policies is long established, with economic policies
being more centralised than social policies in the EU (Scharpf, 2002), there is little research that goes
beyond the question of competence to examine how internal conflicts in the Commission may also
perpetuate the asymmetry. To further this research agenda, I apply institutional logics, a framework of
abstract social structures that co-exist in organisations despite their contradictory nature (Johansen and
Waldorff, 2017), showing how alternating competition and complementarity between market logics and

social logics explains the evolution of two social issues within the Commission.

The “normalisation” of the Commission (Wille, 2013) has led scholars to view the body as an ordinary
bureaucracy, rather than as a supranational institution. For example, research shows that coordination of
policy formulation across DGs resembles coordination in national governments (Hustedt and Seyfried,
2016). This strand of literature analyses the Commission’s organisational structure (see also Hartlapp et

al., 2013).

Building on the insight that the Commission is a normal bureaucracy, this paper examines the
Commission’s culture in the form of institutional logics (Thornton et al., 2015). To understand DGs, we
must understand not only the organisational structures that surround them but also the organisational
cultures that both constrain and enable them in their policymaking efforts (Rao et al., 2003). Research
shows that “organisational cultures” (Pollack and Hafner-Burton, 2000) or “organisational logics”
(Christiansen, 1997) of DGs play a crucial role in explaining whether DGs ‘take up’ certain issues. However,
there has been no specific theoretical framework to conceptualise such logics. An institutional logics

perspective can help us examine the institutional interactions in the Commission.

I focus on cases within the field of social policy for two reasons. First, this field is suitable for studying
institutional interactions in the Commission because we may expect conflict between economic and social
affairs. Second, the field also allows us to examine the potential impact of institutional interactions on the
perpetuation of the asymmetry between economic and social policies in the EU system. This paper
contributes both to the literature on the institutional interactions inside the Commission and to the

literature on asymmetric economic and social policies at the EU level.
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The two issues within social policy are active ageing and pension reform. They are two key responses to
population ageing in Europe (Walker and Maltby, 2012). Those aged 65 and above will account for nearly
30 per cent of the EU population by 2070, rising from 20 per cent today (European Commission, 2018d).
In contrast, the working age population (aged 15-64) is expected to drop from around 65 per cent to 56 per
cent (European Commission, 2018d). This challenge is mainly within the remit of Member States but it
affects many policy areas, including employment and fiscal policies, which the Open Method of
Coordination and the European Semester partly govern: active ageing in the remit of the European
Employment Strategy and pension reform under a separate OMC-process (de la Porte and Pochet, 2012).

On such policy issues, the Commission supervises, coordinates, and facilitates policy reforms.

With a longitudinal analysis of Commission reports, supported by interviews with Commission officials, I
trace the framing of active ageing and pension reform in Commission discourse from 1997 to 2018. I
analyse reports from two key DGs, the DG for Employment and Social Affairs (DG EMPL) and the DG for
Economic and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN). The reports investigate employment issues and the labour
market, and I analysed them specifically to understand the Commission’s approach to dealing with

population ageing in the context of employment policies, including active ageing and pension reform.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 introduces the theoretical framework of institutional logics,
presenting ideal-types of market and social logics in the Commission. Section 3 presents the data and
methods. Section 4 presents the empirical analysis, demonstrating how the DGs draw on both market and
social logics in framing active ageing and pension reform. It shows that, due to the dominance of market
logics within the Commission, the Commission has advanced pension reform — the issue with the strongest
market logic-elements — more strongly as a solution to population ageing than active ageing, which has
more elements of the social logic. Section 5 discusses and concludes by explaining the implications of the
paper for the Commission’s internal dynamics, socioeconomic issues, and the theoretical framework of

institutional logics.

Theoretical framework: Institutional logics

This section introduces the institutional logics perspective as the theoretical framework for analysing the
Commission’s framing of active ageing and pension reform. Institutional logics is a framework of abstract

social structures that co-exist in organisations despite their contradictory nature (Johansen and Waldorff,
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2017). Institutional logics are defined as “socially constructed, historical patterns of cultural symbols and
material practices, including assumptions, values, and beliefs, by which individuals and organizations
provide meaning to their daily activity, organize time and space, and reproduce their lives and experiences”
(Thornton et al., 2012: 2). Institutional logics provide frames of reference for individual and organisational
actors, conditioning the vocabulary they use in motivating action and providing a basis of legitimacy and
identity. Logics provide a method of orientation for actors, habituating how they define the problems they

address, what is important to them, and ultimately how they behave.

In this paper, I focus on the organisational actors — DGs. Previous research on the influence of institutional
logics in political organisations has also focused on organisational actors. For example, Hustedt and
Danken (2017) show how a policy logic, focused on technically correct policies, prevailed in an
organisational actor, a German inter-departmental committee, allowing cooperation to emerge across
functional dividing lines of bureaucracy. In another inter-departmental committee, a political logic

prevailed, governed by party-political competition, resulting in a lack of agreement.

Based on the literature on EU social policy, we can identify two ideal-type institutional logics: market logics
and social logics (see table 1). The categories (the first column in table 1) are the building blocks of logics,
representing economic, organisational, and political concepts that help researchers compare and contrast
belief systems and practices of organisational actors. The categories are inspired by previous studies that
developed ideal types (Hustedt and Danken, 2017; Thornton, 2004). I identified the ideal types (the second
and third columns in table 1) by drawing on the literature on EU social policy and Commission studies,
developing “pure” logics that are “distinct and unambiguous” (Weber 1949: 88 in Goodrick and Reay, 2010:

378).

From the top of table 1, a key economic concept that helps us distinguish between different practices is the
economic system (Thornton et al., 2012). Here, I define market capitalism as a building block of the
Commission’s market logic, while welfare capitalism is a building block of the social logic. Next, in terms
of organisation, the logics differ as to what organisational identity actors identify with: various parts of the
Commission have been described as either a “finance ministry” (Schén-Quinlivan and Scipioni, 2017) or a
“welfare ministry” (author’s interviews; P1a). A key difference in (socioeconomic) policymaking is the

mission: is it market-enhancing, aligning with market logics, or market-correcting, aligning with social
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logics (see, e.g., Widmaier, 2016a: 18)? Research shows that DGs differ on this point, either drawing on

one or the other (Hooghe, 2012: 17).

On goals, sustainable public finances are an important part of the Commission’s market logics (see, e.g.,
Leschke et al., 2015), but the European Social Model’s focus on solidarity, fairness, and equity is important
for the Commission’s social logics (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014: 282). The EU’s Common Market and
Single Currency mean that a key legitimisation of the Commission’s work is protecting the market position
of the EU and the Euro. However, since the launch of the European Employment Strategy, another key
legitimisation is reaching full employment, in line with social logics. Finally, the Commission employs the
Community method and the Open Method of Coordination as formal policy mechanisms. However, in
terms of informal policy mechanisms, parts of the Commission rely on social dialogue (Keller and Sorries,
1999) while other parts work with the European Central Bank (ECB) and business interest organisations

(de la Porte and Pochet, 2012: 344).

Table 1: Ideal market and social logics in the Commission

Market logic Social logic
Economic system Market capitalism Welfare capitalism
Organisational identity “Finance ministry” “Welfare ministry”
Mission Market-enhancing Market-correcting
Goal Sustainable public finances Solidarity, fairness, equity
Legitimacy Market position of the EU and Reaching full employment
the Euro
Formal policy mechanisms  Community method; OMC Community method; OMC
Informal policy Working with market actors, European Social Dialogue in the
mechanisms e.g. the ECB and Business tripartite tradition
Europe

Source: Author

Institutional logics coexist in society, creating complex realities (Friedland and Alford, 1991). This means
that actors hold both market and social logics to varying degrees at any given time. The coexistence of logics
allows actors to exploit both competing and complementary aspects of the logics in identifying and solving
problems (Thornton et al., 2012: 62). For example, actors in the EU setting — including Commission
President Jacques Delors — saw competition between the market logic-goal of sustainable public finances
and the social logic-goal of solidarity and equity as defining for the European project (Hansen and
Triantafillou, 2011: 199—201). Subsequently, Delors launched the European Social Model (drawing on

social logics) as a counterweight to the (market logic-driven) integration of economic policies.
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Actors may also exploit complementarities between different logics. For example, the Lisbon Strategy
represents a blending (Thornton et al., 2012: 105) of social and market logics by emphasising social
policies’ ability to contribute to economic efficiency by focusing on human investment, which would allow
Europe to become a competitive knowledge economy, contributing to market goals (Hansen and
Triantafillou, 2011). We will see examples of both competition and complementarity of market and social

logics in the empirical case at hand.

As theoretical constructs, the logics are equal in the sense that one does not govern another (Thornton et
al., 2012). Over time, however, the relationship between logics shifts and a logic may come to dominate.
Currently, the spread of market logics is well-documented (Leicht, 2016; Thornton et al., 2015). Arguably,
market logics have also spread in the Commission over the past decades (for a discussion, see Hartlapp et
al., 2014a; Jabko, 1999). EU gender equality policies, for example, are legitimised with market logics

(Elomaiki, 2015).

While associating either logic firmly with specific DGs is too simplistic because the logics coexist across the
Commission (along with other logics), I expect DG ECFIN to draw more on market logics and DG EMPL

to draw more on social logics.

Methods

To study the institutional interactions over socioeconomic issues in the European Commission, I
conducted a longitudinal analysis of Commission documents supported by interviews with Commission
officials. The analysis begins with the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty, which established EU competencies on

employment issues (Goetschy, 1999), and ends in 2018.

First, I analysed Commission reports authored by, respectively, DG EMPL and DG ECFIN. The reports
investigate employment issues and the labour market, and I analysed them specifically to understand the
Commission’s approach to dealing with population ageing in the context of employment policies, including
active ageing and pension reform (see appendix 4 for a list of the reports). I used qualitative content
analysis (Schreier, 2012) because it is well suited for tracing the rise and decline of ideas over time.
Qualitative content analysis helps reduce the data and describe its meaning through the generation of

categories. Appendix 5 provides examples of the coding. The analysis covers a 15-year period (2004-2018),
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beginning in 2004 because this was the first year both DG EMPL and DG ECFIN published reports on

employment issues.

DG EMPL and DG ECFIN have both published on employment issues due to an overlap in DG
responsibilities.* Previous research demonstrates DG EMPL’s social orientation and DG ECFIN’s economic
orientation on population ageing issues (Seabrooke et al., 2019). Hence, focusing on these two DGs allows
for an analysis of why and when cooperation is difficult to achieve across traditional dividing lines of the
economic and the social. However, other DGs deal with active ageing issues, including DG SANTE, who
study health aspects of a long life, and DG FISMA, who regulate private pensions in Europe. As I prioritised

a longitudinal study, I focused on DG EMPL and DG ECFIN.

Second, I identified core Commission officials on key issues from the document analysis and conducted
interviews with them. I spoke to 20 interviewees in total, mostly in Brussels. This paper draws primarily
on five of these interviewees, which were all with experts on active ageing or the economic consequences
of population ageing, but the remaining interviews all provided essential background information. All
interviewees were from the administrative level in the Commission, i.e. analysts, heads of units or teams,
or directors. The interviews were semi-structured (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).2 To prevent the interview
statements from becoming face-value evidence, I compared and contrasted them with both the
Commission reports from the qualitative content analysis as well as other Commission documents,

essentially constituting data triangulation.

Due to the nature of the data, the paper does not analyse specific legislative proposals, but instead traces
issues as they wax and wane on political agendas (e.g., Helgadottir, 2016; Seabrooke and Wigan, 2016).
There is little EU regulation on ageing policies, due to the subsidiarity principle. Instead, I compare the
Commission’s discourse with what I call policy aims and initiatives, e.g. employment guidelines (later
integrated with economic guidelines) and quantitative benchmarks for employment rates, to further the

analysis of the logics’ impact.

! Commission leadership eliminated the overlap in late 2013, when the unit in DG ECFIN producing the report Labour
Market and Wage Developments in Europe relocated to DG EMPL. See note in appendix 4 for a description of how I
dealt with this in the document analysis.
2 See appendix 1 for the interview guide.
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Institutional Logics on Active Ageing and Pension Reform in the
Commission

This empirical section traces active ageing and pension reform in Commission discourse and policy aims.
While the Commission’s active ageing framework, formulated in DG EMPL, represents a blending of social
and market logics, the Commission has tended to emphasise the market logic-elements in policy aims.
Pension reform discourse, originally defined by DG ECFIN with market logic-elements, eventually also
became a blend of social and market logics as DG EMPL and DG ECFIN identified complementary
elements resulting in a White Paper on pensions. However, when we examine traces of Commission
discourses in policy initiatives, the market logics continued to prevail. Recently, we see a revival of social

logic-elements on both issues, which I argue constitutes a resetting of the relationship between the logics.

Market and social logics on active ageing

Several processes led to the 1999 communication “Towards a Europe for All Ages”, which outlined the
Commission’s framework on active ageing (European Commission, 1999). The European Employment
Strategy with its goal of full employment meant that increasing employment rates of the elderly became an
important European goal (von Nordheim, 2004). Scholars have described the creation of the employment
title in the Amsterdam Treaty as Europe’s “social moment” (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014: 284), fuelled by

the social democratic climate in late-1990s Europe (Vandenbroucke, 1999).

DG EMPL was an important Commission actor in this process (de la Porte and Natali, 2018). DG EMPL
officials built the European Employment Strategy around the Nordic social democratic model (interviews,
P1a and P2). Seeing labour market policies as a bridge between social and economic policies, officials
framed social protection as a productive factor (Hansen and Triantafillou, 2011), blending elements from
social and market logics. There was also an increasing realisation that population ageing would have
substantial consequences for European economies and labour forces, particularly if left unattended. For
example, the Lisbon Strategy from 2000 included calls for adequate policy preparations for population
ageing (interview, P20; European Parliament, 2000). These developments culminated in the new
conceptual framework for active ageing (interviews, P1a and P2), which divided old age into three phases,

all containing elements of both market and social logics (see table 2).
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Table 2: The blend of market and social logics in DG EMPL’s active ageing-framework

Phase Market logics Social logics

1 Older people work longer before retirement Contributing to society ~ Social integration of the

through employment elderly

2 Older people in retirement remain active Contributing to society = Maintaining an active
through e.g. volunteering and engaging in through volunteering lifestyle, contributing to
active life styles, physically and mentally health and social

integration

3 A ‘“fourth age’ where older people, while Helping the elderly to Caring for the elderly

becoming increasingly dependent and live independently to

infirm, are helped to live as independently =~ keep care costs low
as possible

Source: Author, based on European Commission, 1999

This framework was in line with the European Employment Strategy, the social democratic climate, and
the preparations for population ageing. The approach, driven by DG EMPL, was central within the

Commission at the time (interview, P1a).

In contrast with the framework, the policy aims on active ageing in this period addressed only the first
phase of old age, i.e. a phase of working longer before retirement. First, the Council integrated active ageing
into the Employment Guidelines (Council of the European Union, 2001). Second, the 2001 European
Council Summit in Stockholm agreed on a target of 50 per cent employment of older workers by 2010,
integrated into the Lisbon Strategy (European Council, 2001). Third, the 2002 European Council Summit
in Barcelona set an additional target for the elderly, aiming to postpone the average age of retirement by
five years by 2010 (European Council, 2002). All three initiatives focus on the resource that older people
represent to Europe’s ageing societies in terms of employment and productivity, downplaying the phase’s

social logics and ignoring the second and third phases (see also Walker, 2008; Walker and Foster, 2013:

37-39).

In other words, although the active ageing framework was a mix of market and social logics, covering all
phases of old age, the policy aims reflected the relative importance of market logics in the EU by prioritising
the first phase. This could be attributed to the greater integration of economic policies, compared to social
policies, at the EU-level (see, e.g., Scharpf, 2010), but this explanation does not stand to scrutiny. Social
policy-initiatives do occasionally make it onto the agenda, although often with market logic-justifications.
For example, the Barcelona objectives on increased availability of childcare were adopted in 2002

(European Commission, 2013), providing guidelines on the social issue of childcare with the rationale of
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increasing women’s access to the labour market. There are no similar policy aims on the care of older
people, despite women’s labour market integration also being impeded by the absence of care options for

the elderly (Spasova et al., 2018). Why were policy aims on childcare formulated but not on elderly care?

Institutional logics provide us with a possible explanation. Market logics dominate the policy aims on older
people, framing them as a productive resource for labour markets. Policy aims on elderly care — for the
sake of women’s labour market integration — require framing the elderly as a group in need of care, which
would compete with the frame of the elderly as productive workers. Policymakers cannot frame children,
on the other hand, as productive members of advanced industrialised societies: children need care. The
market logic of increasing women’s access to the labour market is therefore complementary to policy aims
on childcare, but it would be in competition with policy aims on elderly care. This could explain why there
are no policy aims on elderly care — the third phase of the Commission’s active ageing framework — while
there are for childcare at the European level, despite that the provision of both elderly care and childcare

contribute to the labour market integration of women.

The focus on older people as productive members of society, driven by market logics, propelled active
ageing forwards on the Commission’s agenda; however, this emphasis gradually became a problem, partly
because of its association with the field of employment. First, the 2004 eastern enlargement was a setback.
The New Member States were not interested in extending older workers’ employment because they wanted
to focus on young people’s labour market integration (interview, Pia). In the Commission’s 2006
communication on the demographic future of Europe, “demographic renewal” — attempting to boost
declining birth rates, an important issue for the New Member States — was the first of five policies to
address ageing populations, ahead of active ageing, which was mentioned under the second policy,

improving employment (Commission of the European Communities, 2006).

Second, in the 2005 mid-term review of the Lisbon Strategy, the Employment Guidelines merged with the
Broad Economic Policy Guidelines into the Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs (Heidenreich and
Bischoff, 2008). This reduced the visibility of employment issues at the EU-level (Zeitlin, 2008).
Additionally, the Europe 2020 strategy, launched in 2010 as a replacement for the Lisbon Strategy, did not
set any specific guidelines or targets related to active ageing (European Commission, 2010b). Active ageing,
which was ensconced in the employment agenda but nowhere else, thus lost visibility (see, e.g., Pefia-Casas,

2013).
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The European Year on Active Ageing and Solidarity between the Generations, organised by DG EMPL in
2012, did not seem to regenerate attention on active ageing. The objectives of the Year aligned with the
active ageing framework and its blend of social and market logics (European Parliament and Council of the
European Union, 2011). The two main outcomes of the Year (interview, P6), the Guiding Principles on
Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations (Council of the European Union, 2012) and the Active
Ageing Index (Zaidi et al., 2017), were neither binding nor incorporated into, e.g., the European Semester.
The Active Ageing Index (AAI), a project managed by DG EMPL and the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe, is a composite measurement of employment, social, health, financial, educational,
and policy indices. A recent report on the AAI argues for its integration into the European Semester (see,
e.g., United Nations, 2019a: 48), but it is currently up to national or regional policymakers to apply the

methodology. The Year and its outcomes have thus had limited impact.

Market and social logics on pension reform

In the early 2000s, a strand of ageing policy focused on pensions emerged (Walker, 2008). In December
2001, the Council agreed on the Laeken objectives for sustainable pensions (Economic Policy Committee
and Social Protection Committee, 2001). The Laeken objectives represented a blend of market and social
logics, focusing on making adequate pensions sustainable by encouraging older people to work longer
(Walker, 2008: 83). This blend might have been brought about by the joint report from the Social Policy
Committee (with representatives from DG EMPL) and the Economic Policy Committee (with

representatives from DG ECFIN), which formed the basis for the Council agreement.

Around the same time, DG ECFIN economists completed a set of projections for public spending on
pensions, health care, and long-term care, in light of population ageing, which later became the first Ageing
Report (Economic Policy Committee, 2003; for the most recent version, see European Commission,
2018d). The emphasis was on understanding the impact of ageing populations on public expenditure and
on managing the increasing expenses (interviews, P1a, P19, and P20), reflecting market logics. The Ageing
Reports resulted in Eurostat and Member States providing more detailed and standardised data to DG
ECFIN. In 2004, DG ECFIN added the Labour Market and Wage Developments report to their portfolio,
infringing on DG EMPL’s resort of employment. DG ECFIN thus took pole position in the Commission on

several issues, including employment:
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“ECFIN suddenly became seen as the scientists and EMPL as the politicians. ECFIN got the
upper hand, were massively enlarged, and with the Six-Pack and Two-Pack and the
European Semester, they were the pivot of everything.”

(Interview, P1a)

The expertise that DG ECFIN was building on labour market issues in the early 2000s implied that they
“entered the territory of the more socially oriented actors” (de la Porte and Pochet, 2014: 285). DG ECFIN
drove a shift in favour of market logics within the Commission, and DG EMPL’s mix of market and social
logics became less central in these years. DG ECFIN’s positioning leading up to the sovereign debt crisis
resulted in it being centre stage during the crisis years 2008-2014 (de la Porte and Natali, 2018: 836;
Schon-Quinlivan and Scipioni, 2017). For example, DG ECFIN’s market logics dominated the pension
reform agenda, resulting in e.g. Annual Growth Surveys and Country Specific Recommendations under the
European Semester focusing on the fiscal sustainability of pension systems (Copeland and Daly, 2018:

1008; Zeitlin and Vanhercke, 2018: 156).

Concerned with these developments, DG EMPL began analysing pension adequacy (European
Commission, 2009b) as a response to the now-dominant DG ECFIN market logic of austerity, legitimised
through the Ageing Report (interview, Pia). The analysis shows how market-logic austerity policies
undermine social-logic income replacement and poverty protection for older people. The document
positioned itself as a non-negligible complement to the Ageing Report:
...theoretical replacement rates provide different information than that obtained through the
projection exercise of the Ageing Working Group (AWG) Economic Policy Committee [who
contribute to the Ageing Report]. Their calculations of benefit ratios and replacement rates
project future benefits using assumptions such as the increases in women's participation,
whereas theoretical replacement rates allow for the possibility to study the singular effect of
reformed pension rules on the adequacy of pension income.

(European Commission, 2009b: 1)

This paragraph subtly questions the scientific basis for the Ageing Report’s assumptions and calls it a

“projection exercise”. Then, the paragraph frames the singular objective of uncovering the effect of pension
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reforms on pension adequacy as more scientific. It seems as if the Pension Adequacy report attempted to

undermine DG ECFIN’s position as the ‘scientists’.

This analysis ultimately contributed to getting social logics on the table in discussions on pension reform.
Around 2009, Commission President Barroso established a working group on pensions with experts from
DG EMPL, DG ECFIN, and DG FISMA (interviews, P1a and P19). The group published the 2012 White
Paper on pensions (European Commission, 2012f), which was “reasonably balanced” (interview, P19),
mentioning sustainable finances, benefit adequacy, increasing labour market participation, gender
equality, active ageing, and complementary private pension schemes. DG EMPL’s pension adequacy
analysis became the official Pension Adequacy Report, since published every three years alongside DG
ECFIN’s Ageing Report. In other words, the White Paper seems to represent a blending of market and

social logics, driven by collaboration between DG EMPL and DG ECFIN in the working group on pensions.

Active ageing and pension reform remained in separate spheres in the Commission, despite these
developments. The document analysis shows that DG EMPL emphasised active ageing — but with
significant references to pension reform — while DG ECFIN focused almost exclusively on pension reform.
In fact, for every 100 times the DG EMPL reports mentioned pension reform, they mentioned active ageing
232 times on average over the period 2004-2018. However, for every 100 times the DG ECFIN reports
mentioned pension reform, they mentioned active ageing only 3,33 times on average.3 Pension reform
became an issue of almost equal importance to both actors, while active ageing remained a primarily social

issue situated in DG EMPL, despite its market logic-elements.

Furthermore, market logics dominated during the sovereign debt crisis (2010-2014). The policy
implications of DG ECFIN’s Ageing Reports set the stage for Country-Specific Recommendations to
Member States: reduce growth in ageing-related public expenditures through pension reforms (Copeland
and Daly, 2018: 1008; Schmidt, 2015: 57). The Pension Adequacy Reports in 2012 and 2015 continued to
express concern over inadequate coverage, particularly for vulnerable groups, such as older women

(European Commission, 2012d, 2015d), despite the “balanced” 2012 White Paper on pensions.

3 See appendix 6.

115



A resetting of logics: developments since the end of the sovereign debt
crisis
As the EU gradually emerged from the sovereign debt crisis around 2014, there was more room for social
logics in the Commission’s approach to the elderly. We see this in several developments. In 2014,
Commission top management curtailed the power of DG ECFIN over employment issues to streamline
Commission efficiency: they moved the DG ECFIN unit analysing labour markets (responsible for the
Labour Market and Wage Developments report) to DG EMPL, consolidating expertise on labour market
issues in DG EMPL. The organisational changes also meant that a number of DG ECFIN economists
transferred to DG EMPL, bringing DG ECFIN’s logics to DG EMPL. Additionally, some DG EMPL
economists transferred to DG ECFIN, bringing DG EMPL’s logics to DG ECFIN.4 This may have facilitated
an exchange of institutional logics between the two DGs at the individual level, driving institutional change
in the DGs:

“DG EMPL and DG ECFIN were the two key players on ageing. They fought like hell over

wording. There was a great ideological split for many years. Many of the people at EMPL

would never work for ECFIN and the opposite way around. But they are not actually that

far from each other. Of course, when liberals were in power at ECFIN, everything had a

particular tinge. But many economists at ECFIN are not foaming at the mouths. They focus

on balanced budgets and controlling pension costs, which are important for a successful

transition to ageing societies. ECFIN has moved towards the centre. EMPL employs more

economists. So there is more agreement now.”

(Interview, P1a)

This observation sums up the developments analysed in this paper: the institutional logics held by DGs are
an important component of their ability to cooperate. Institutional logics may constrain officials when
differences and competition dominate the agenda. However, institutional logics can also enable officials as
we saw on the 2012 White Paper on pensions, where a blend of social and market logics was achieved by

identifying complementarities.

4 Own observation of interviewees’ previous positions.
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There has recently been a proliferation of Commission initiatives on the social aspects of ageing. DG EMPL
has co-authored two reports on long-term care in Europe (Social Protection Committee and European
Commission, 2014; Spasova et al., 2018). The European Pillar of Social Rights, launched in 2017, includes
principles on old-age income and long-term care, which are important social aspects of active ageing
(European Commission, 2018b). The 2018 Pension Adequacy Report mentions a “shift” in the focus of
Member State pension reforms from sustainability towards adequacy (European Commission, 2018c: 17),
suggesting that the blend of social and market logics from the 2012 White Paper have permeated the
Country-Specific Recommendations of the European Semester, which future research might examine. The
2019 Work-Life Balance Directive includes a “carer’s leave” of up to five working days per year for seriously
ill or dependent relatives, making it easier for e.g. older workers to care for a dependent partner (European
Union, 2019). Thus, social logics are, once again, visible in Commission discussions on the elderly. These
organisational changes indicate a “resetting” of the balance between market and social logics (Thornton et

al., 2012: 119).

Discussion and conclusion: the influence of market and social
logics

The cases of active ageing and pension reform illustrate a blending of market and social logics within the
Commission (see table 3). Due to the Commission’s general adherence to market logics, it has prioritised
the market aspects of both issues for much of the period examined in this paper. However, institutional
logics allow us to understand when and how other logics than market logics come into play. The social
logics of active ageing came out strongly when the general climate in Europe was in favour of a unique mix
of social and market ideas at the end of the 1990s. The social logics of pension reform came out strongly
when Commission leadership established cross-DG collaboration on the issue around 2009 against a

background of scientific pressures (Halliday, 1985).

Table 3: Market and social aspects of active ageing and pension reform

Market logic Social logic
Active ageing High employment rates Social integration and health of
elderly
Pension reform Sustainability of pension systems Adequacy of pensions

Source: Author

117



However, in both cases, the social logic was strong on paper but nearly vanished in the policy initiatives.
On active ageing, the policy initiatives focused on the market logic of high employment rates, i.e.
benchmarks on employment rates and exit ages. On pension reform, policymakers continued to pay more
attention to fiscal sustainability than adequacy according to the Pension Adequacy report, in spite of

recommendations to consider both.

However, beyond the question of EU competences, I argue that the construction of an issue and to what
extent the construction resonates with the dominant logic may condition whether or not the Commission
advances an issue. For example, the market logics of active ageing (high employment rates amongst the
elderly) were weaker than the market logics of pension reform (fiscal sustainability of pension systems)
because in the context of the Commission, employment issues are a more social issue than the fiscal
sustainability of budgets. When employment issues lost visibility during the Lisbon Strategy, active ageing
nearly disappeared from the Commission agenda due to its association with this agenda. This suggests that
while institutional logics are ideal-type in theory, they are spectra in empirical settings, advancing the

institutional logics perspective.

Recently, though, there are signs that the social logic has more traction again in policy initiatives. On
pensions, the recent Pension Adequacy report indicates that policymakers’ attention has shifted towards
adequacy. On active ageing, the Commission has co-authored reports on long-term care, and the Work-
Life Balance Directive helps older workers and their relatives. The European Pillar of Social Rights has also
changed dynamics on social issues (Plomien, 2018). These developments have coincided with an economic
upswing where other logics can come to the fore. However, extending this observation implies that as soon
as the economy takes a turn for the worse again (as during the Covid-19 pandemic), market logics would
once again dominate the Commission’s approach to the elderly. Further research on the rise and fall of
different logics — particularly in relation to the market logic — would help advance our understanding of
such patterns. According to institutional logics theorists, the dominance of one logic over others is not
healthy for an inter-institutional system (Thornton et al., 2012: 119). Such imbalances characterise the

crises of the European Union.

An analysis spanning more institutional logics would probably reveal more aspects of active ageing and
pension reform. Similarly, analyses of other issues that require cross-DG collaboration — such as issues

concerning the environment or industry — might also reveal different logics in bureaucracies’ constructions
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of issues. Thus, analyses of issues’ institutional logics can help uncover when and why some aspects of an

issue come to the fore in policymaking, including in the Commission.
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Conclusion

This dissertation increases our empirical knowledge of how ideas and institutions govern the European
Commission’s construction of demographic change in the context of employment and social policy. It also
advances our theoretical understanding of the Commission as a bureaucracy. The arguments and findings
presented have important implications for society, policymakers, and future research. This chapter
summarises the dissertation’s findings, outlines the theoretical contribution, discusses the implications for

society and policymakers, and considers potential future research.

Overview of findings
This dissertation has demonstrated that the European Commission has no coherent approach to

demographic change in the context of employment and social policy, which is arguably the policy field that
has the greatest potential for a unified framework on the issue. Furthermore, the problem definitions of
demographic change identified in the Commission reports are dualistic as they sideline the issue,
downplaying policymakers’ ability to deal with it, while also emphasising potentially severe economic
consequences as challenges to European welfare states. On policy solutions, the Commission reports
emphasise increasing employment rates and ensuring fiscal sustainability of public finances, which are
within the economic growth discourse of the problem definitions. The Commission acknowledges the
promise of alternative policy proposals, particularly automation and immigration, but the preliminary
results suggest that the Commission faces institutional and political constraints to accentuating these
alternatives. In other words, deeply held ideas about employment and social policy in Europe, originating
in the 1999 European Employment Strategy, seem to constrain the Commission, driving path dependency

on demographic change.

These findings also indicate that the Commission emphasises increasing employment rates as a key policy
solution to demographic change. Building on this insight, the dissertation examined the Commission’s
ideas on the integration of women, youth, and the elderly over a fifteen-year period at three levels:
discourses (or public philosophies), frames (or problem definitions), and policy solutions (or policy ideas).
Considering the long timespan of the analysis, it is surprising that the results imply a dearth of ideational
innovation in the Commission’s early-stage policy formulation in the key policy area of employment policy.

The findings indicate that the Commission is unlikely to become a champion of social issues, which some
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scholars have suggested. In other words, there are no signs here of any development in terms of smoothing

out the asymmetry between economic and social policies at the bureaucratic level of the EU.

Finally, I build on the findings concerning policy solutions for increasing employment rates of older
workers. I apply the institutional logics perspective to analyse the construction of two specific solutions,
active ageing and pension reform, showing that both solutions contain aspects of social and market logics,
but that the market logic-aspects of both have been prioritised over the period examined (1997-2018). The
application of institutional logics allows us to understand when and how other logics than market ones
come into play. For example, social logics gained traction in the Commission discussions when the political
climate in Europe supported it and during economic upswings — but not during economic downturns.

Commission employment and social policy is characterised by the dominance of market logics.

Across these findings are some clear trends. On the socioeconomic issue of demographic change, the
European Commission has no clear agenda — even in the field where there is the greatest potential for a
unified framework. Instead, the Commission uses demographic change as an additional argument for old
policy objectives, especially increasing employment rates. Even as the Commission occasionally shows
awareness of the issue and continues to monitor the situation through e.g. the Ageing Reports, the
economic and fiscal priorities, determined by both ideas and institutions, subsume the social priorities of

demographic change.

However, there are situations in which social ideas and logics come to the foreground. Although this
dissertation cannot provide clear answers on why this happens, there are indications that institutional
conditions drive this, such as the political climate in Europe and institutional interactions in the
Commission. Thus, the dissertation’s findings argue for the importance of continuing to deepen the

research that combines ideational and institutional theory.

Theoretical implications
This dissertation has several implications for theory: the dissertation introduces institutional logics as a

potentially new approach to studying and understanding institutional change; and in terms of crises, the
dissertation argues that scholars should consider integrating studies of institutional change in economic

crises with studies of other policy fields impacted by economic crises.
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This dissertation is not so much a study of change as it is a study of stability. The dissertation highlights
the obscuring effect of stabilising ideas (Widmaier, 2016a): the stable and persistent economic ideas of the
Commission seem to reduce officials’ uncertainty in the face of demographic change. Over time, these
uncertainty-reducing ideas are obscuring the demographic challenge and undermining efforts to address

it with other ideas.

In recent years, studies on incremental and gradual institutional change have challenged the notion of
periods of stability punctuated by crises (Baker, 2013; Blyth, 2013; Carstensen, 2011; Henriksen, 2013;
Tsingou, 2014). This dissertation draws on both these traditions. Rather than seeing them in opposition to
one another, I argue that insights from institutional logics may help us draw on the strengths from both
traditions. Institutional logics allow for an analysis of both stable and changing institutions, analysing how
institutions and ideas both constrain and enable actors (Thornton et al., 2012). I use institutional logics to
study interactions in the Commission, which — although reminiscent of Hustedt and Danken’s (2017)
approach — is novel. Studying the framing of two issues in the Commission with this framework shows how
organisational cultures, constructed as ideal-type logics, both constrain and enable Directorate-Generals

in their interactions.

I suggest that while analysing logics as ideal-types works well at the beginning of an empirical exploration
as a heuristic device, I show that in specific settings, logics are spectra. The literature on institutional logics
suggests that actors manipulate logics over time through mechanisms such as blending and segmenting
(Skelcher and Smith, 2015), which are similar to the ideational literature’s concept of bricolage (e.g.,
Carstensen, 2015). Specifying and elaborating on such mechanisms help explain both actors’ agency and
institutional change. I take this theoretical point further by arguing that, in the process of issue
construction, the issue may gradually adhere more or less to an ideal-type logic. This is important for
understanding agenda-setting processes in organisations as the adherence of issues to specific logics may

determine the issue’s uptake in the organisation.

Scholars study crises, their causes, and their evolutions differently. Scholars of economic and financial
systems, including Blyth (2002), Moschella and Tsingou (2013), and Widmaier (2016a), study gradual or
sudden change to seemingly stable economic regimes, attempting to explain the change. Such changes are

important to study and understand — particularly in the light of how such economic ideas influence other
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policy fields. In this dissertation, I argue that market logics — institutions and ideas from the economic and
financial field, irrespective of their shape and form — dominate employment and social policies in the
European Commission. The dissertation shows that this dominance is particularly strong during economic

crises, while other logics, such as a social logic, may resurge during periods of economic stability.

In other words, I see a schism between scholars of economic and financial systems and scholars of other
issues, whether they be social (e.g., this dissertation) or environmental (e.g., Knill et al., 2018). While the
former study change in market logics, the latter study how economic crises bring market logics to the fore,
crowding out other logics. While scholars of economic regimes see market logics as changing and unstable
during economic crises, the other group of scholars sees market logics as more dominant during economic
crises. This suggests that the academy suffers from a lack of horizontal collaboration. These literatures
would benefit from studying institutional change in an iterative fashion across various logics, fields, and

systems.

Implications for society and policymakers
The findings have important implications for society and policymakers on two counts: on preparing for

demographic change and on how we may draw parallels to cases similar to demographic change.

First, it is difficult for advanced industrialised societies to address the demographic change that is
reshaping them without clear policy frameworks. In spite of the differences between EU Member States,
the trends are clear across the EU: the working age population began to decline around 2011-2012 and
increasing employment rates will no longer offset the decline from 2021 (European Commission, 2018d:
4-5). Considering the impact that previous demographic changes have had on societies (e.g. the effect of
the baby boomers), it is surprising that the EU’s ideational and analytical centre, the European
Commission, is not helping Member States prepare. As long as the Commission does not address the issue
of demographic change more coherently, it will not be able to monitor and help guide Member States
through the coming changes. In terms of the consequences for societies, this dissertation examines the
policy approach to one group — the elderly — in some detail, but researchers should also focus on the impact
of demographic change on women. Women generally live longer than men live but have more fragmented
careers due to care responsibilities and childbirth, so they are particularly at risk of old age-poverty
(European Commission, 2018c: 32). Furthermore, women tend to take over when there is more work to be

done in societies (Perez, 2019).
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Second, the findings of the dissertation also relate to other cases that are similar to demographic change.
Demographic change is a case of a slow-burning crisis (Seabrooke and Tsingou, 2019), which extends
beyond normal political and business cycles (Tsingou, 2014). It has a long timeframe, as demographic
changes are slow to take effect (think of the 18-year timespan between the birth of a child and its
subsequent independence). Slow-burning crises are thus not particularly obvious and receive little
attention from policymakers and publics. In other words, there is no construction of a crisis from
policymakers (Manners and Rosamond, 2018: 28) — and, until recently, very little from even academics.
However, such issues require a substantial and long-term overhaul of policies, so preparing for such
changes takes time and resources. Although the European Commission arguably has some advantages
when it comes to longer-term planning, exemplified in the case of equal treatment (Hartlapp, 2017), it has
not acted on demographic change. Without the time and resources, we risk a partial collapse of certain
aspects of European welfare states, especially health and care systems, and prolonged periods of economic
depression. With planning and preparation — particularly horizontal collaboration amongst European and
national governments — we may realise and capitalise upon synergies with other challenges, such as climate

change and pandemics.

Further research
In terms of implications for scholars, this dissertation advances our knowledge and provides inspiration

for further research on three counts: the empirical knowledge of demographic change, the empirical

knowledge of the European Commission, and the theoretical literature on ideas and institutions.

On demographic change, this dissertation focused on examining the issue within the European
Commission and within the policy area of employment and social policy, particularly due to its exploratory
nature. As argued, there is little knowledge of how policymakers are attempting to deal with demographic
change. Further research could examine a broader range of documents across the European Union,
including DG HOME and DG FISMA within the Commission, but also the European Parliament, the
Council, and the ecosystem of think tanks and interest organisations in Brussels. This would provide us
with a more complete picture of the action (or inaction) on demographic change in Europe. Additionally,
case studies of individual countries’ approach to demographic change would lend insight into how Member
States are attempting to deal with the challenge — presumably without much support from the Commission,

considering the lack of a clear agenda.
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On the European Commission, the dissertation deepens the existing literature on the bureaucracy’s
difficulties in addressing issues that require horizontal coordination — without interference from the top.
This problem is not unique to the Commission, but considering the increasing number of challenges
Europe is facing in terms of cross-sectional issues — climate change and pandemics are at the top of the
list, apart from demographic change — reforming the Commission to be less about internal power struggles
and more about constructive collaboration would be timely. While gaining access to the Commission on
sensitive topics such as internal collaboration is difficult — particularly because the collegiality of the
bureaucracy is impressed upon the officials — this is an important issue, as illustrated by the proliferation
of research on the body over the past decade (Hartlapp et al., 2014b; Kassim et al., 2013; Wille, 2013).
Furthermore, the dissertation illustrates some of the consequences of the continued dominance of
economic objectives in the Commission, introducing the institutional logics perspective to help us further
our knowledge of the construction of various issues and under what conditions they thrive or fail. Applying
the perspective to study other issues and the competing and complementary logics would help us map the
interinstitutional system of the Commission, allowing us to identify which logics dominate the

bureaucracy.

On the theoretical literature on ideas and institutions, the dissertation shows that various ideas on
demographic change exist in the Commission, as expressed in the reports on employment and social policy
and by the interviewees, but the path dependency of economic ideas is strong, potentially driven by market
logics. The institutional logics perspective is currently optimised to analyse organisational processes rather
than political ones, but this dissertation’s findings suggest that a cross-fertilisation of perspectives and
theories would further our understanding of ideas, institutions, logics, and the relationship between them.

It would be appropriate to begin by theoretically fleshing out the relationship between ideas and logics.

Final remarks
As the world grapples with the coronavirus pandemic, which particularly affects the elderly and those with

chronic diseases (Banerjee et al., 2020), and as updated forecasts predict populations will age faster than
assumed so far by the UN and Eurostat (Vollset et al., 2020), Europe’s demographic challenges loom larger
than ever. European policymakers need to adapt to the changes. The European Commission is well placed
to help with such reforms through the European Semester and through the data collection and expenditure

projections in the Ageing Report and the Pension Adequacy-report. However, while economic and market
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ideas dominate the Commission’s logics, it seems difficult to establish an innovative approach to address

demographic change in Europe.
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Appendix 1: Interview guide and informed consent form

Interview guide
The reports and workflow

¢ Could you begin by telling me a little about your work — what are the primary areas you work
with; how do you go about your work?
o What topics would you describe yourself as an expert on?
¢  When you work on the report, could you describe how you proceed in terms of gathering
information, analysing the situation, etc.?
o Who do you consult with on population ageing/women/youth/elderly (inside the
DG/inside the COM/outside)?
o How is it determined what kinds of groups to focus on?
o How about new policy ideas? For instance, social investment has emerged as a policy
approach in recent years. Where do such ideas come from?
e  Who is your audience? Who cannot wait to read the report?
e  Where does the report fit in terms of policymaking? How is the report used going forwards?

Issue-specific questions

e Interms of the Europe 2020 target headline to increase the employment rate to 75 per cent, how
do you view the progress made at this point?
o How do women, youth, and elderly fit in?
¢ How would you describe the labour market situation of women, youth, and elderly?
e What kinds of ideas are prominent now on better achieving the integration of women, youth, and
elderly?

If the interviewee is an expert on one of the groups:

e  Women: There has been some criticism of the Commission’s decreasing enthusiasm for stressing
gender equality and general focus on integrating women into the labour market. To what extent
do you think this is true?

e Elderly: There has been some criticism of the Commission’s approach to active ageing, calling it
‘productivist’ rather than inclusive and enabling, incl. the AGE platform. To what extent do you
think this is true?

e Youth: There has been some criticism of the Commission’s approach to youth employment,
saying that it was absent before the crisis and has even after the crisis been characterized by
continuity and a narrow focus (education policies). To what extent do you think this is true?

The shift from ECFIN to EMPL (only for those who used to work on the LMWD-report)

e  When LMWD shifted to EMPL in 2015, did you notice any changes to the way the report was
managed, what you were writing about, the overall focus and direction?

e Do you remember how it all began? Why did ECFIN start producing the LMWD report in the
first place?

Intergenerational equity (only for those working on the ESDE-report)
e Intergenerational equity: a major theme in the ESDE 2017 report, but when I did interviews in
Brussels in December 2015, it was basically an unknown topic.

o What was the reason for the theme to be chosen?
o What changed between 2015 and 2017 for the theme to be taken up?
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o Has the report had any impact in terms of awareness, concrete initiatives from different
stakeholders, feedback from Member States?

Final questions

e Are there any issues about this content or process that are contentious or sensitive?
o Why might some people be more open than others in talking about it? (Specific unit)
o For DG EMPL: Do different units within DG EMPL share goals — but have slightly
different reasons for wanting those goals?
e Should I be speaking to anyone outside your unit about these topics?

Thank you very much for your time!

Informed consent form

This informed consent form is for XXX, who I am inviting to participate in research on The European
Commission’s Response to an Ageing Society: Integrating women, youth, and the elderly into the workforce
under the Horizon 2020 academic research project titled ENLIGHTEN: European Legitimacy in
Governing Through Hard Times: The Role of European Networks (#649456).

This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this study and
what to expect if you decide to participate. Your participation is voluntary. Please consider the information
carefully. Feel free to ask questions before making your decision whether to participate.

The interview is expected to take one hour and will focus on the following themes:

- Europe’s ageing societies and how the European Commission proposes to respond to the
challenge;

- The integration of underrepresented groups into the labour market, specifically women, youth,
and elderly, as a response to population ageing;

- The process of writing reports, such as Employment and Social Developments in Europe and/or
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe, specifically on the above topics; and

- The flow of knowledge, ideas, and resources on the above policy areas in the European Union.

The interview will be confidential with respect to both information about you as the participant and
information that you provide. I will not use your name nor identify you in any way. I will not associate your
remarks with your position or any other affiliations you may have. Moreover, I will not convey your
comments to any other people I might interview. With your explicit permission, confidentiality may be
waivered.

The interview will not be recorded. I will take notes during the interview instead. The notes will not be
released, distributed, or used by anyone not directly involved with this project. Your anonymity will be
strictly preserved. If you are willing to go on record (individually attributable or not) with a specific remark
or set of remarks, you will receive a written summary of the interview for your records. A written summary
of the interview is available to respective interviewees upon request.

Dissemination of the research findings will take place in academic publications.
You may ask questions about the research project at any point, including follow-up questions.

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact me, the researcher, Lea Acre
Foverskov, via email (If.ioa@cbs.dk) or via phone (+45 4085 5046).
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If you decide to participate, please indicate your consent in an email to me. When you do so, you will be
accepting the following certificate of consent:

I have read the foregoing information. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about it and any
questions I have asked, have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in
this study.

Thank you for your help with this project.

Kind regards,
Lea Acre Foverskov
PhD Fellow
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Appendix 2: Coding rules for the qualitative
content analysis of the second and third papers

Relevance coding
I conducted the relevance coding in the following manner:

(1) Search for keywords, stemming from the research question (as well as words that may be used as
substitutes): woman, women, female, females, mother, mothers, gender, youth, young, younger,
youngest, NEET, NEETs, old, older, oldest, elderly, demographic, ageing, and aging. However,
these keywords would not always capture references to the groups, as especially the youth and
elderly are sometimes simply referred to as an age bracket (e.g. the 15-24-year olds). Therefore,
close reading of the material before the coding led to the inclusion of the following keywords as
they were observed to occur in conjunction with references to the three groups: labour market
participation, childcare (or “child care”), work-life balance, active ageing/aging, healthy
ageing/aging, early retirement, life-long learning (also LLL), and skill/skills;

(2) Go through each result to identify relevant paragraphs according to the definition provided below;

(3) Code such paragraphs to the Relevant category.

I applied the following definition for the Relevant category. The definition is purposefully broad and
inclusive as it is easier to exclude segments later but difficult to go back and include more (Schreier, 2012:

83):

This category applies if the paragraph deals explicitly with women, youth, or elderly in the
context of labour markets, employment, workforce, or working, or any hindrances the groups
may experience to entering/being in the workforce. In addition, paragraphs about
demographic change and population ageing are included.

The relevant parts of the material cover approximately 3.5 per cent of the total material. This low
percentage reflects the broad nature of the reports as compared to the relatively narrow focus of the
research mentioned above. Forewords, tables of contents, statistical appendices, methodological
appendices, tables, figures, and graphs were excluded, but executive summaries were included.

Note that the coding unit is the paragraph, implying a formal segmentation criterion (Schreier, 2012: 134),
which is a strength as it entails consistency and since a thematic segmentation criterion is more ambiguous
and thus difficult to apply.

Coding procedure

When coding, check for each of the following main categories for every segment:

e Does the segment contain a reference to women, youth, or elderly in terms of employment?
o Yes:
*= Code it to one or more of the subcategories in the dimension ‘The three groups’
(technical coding)
* Does the segment indicate a reason for WHY it is important to integrate women,
youth, or elderly? Are there any special benefits to be had from the integration?
e Yes: code it to a subcategory under ‘Discourse’
e No: proceed to the next question
» Is a narrative mentioned in the segment? What is it? Is it a good or improved
situation that is being described - or a persistently bad or even deteriorated
situation?
e Yes: code it to a subcategory under ‘Frames’
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e No: proceed to the next question
»  Are any specific policies being recommended to help with the integration of the
three groups?
e Yes: code it to a subcategory under ‘Policies’
e No: proceed to the next question
= If there is no discourse, frame, or policy mentioned, code the segment to
‘Miscellaneous’ (15t level)
» If the segment is about variation between the Member States or about the
situation in a particular Member State, code it to the technical nodes and to
‘Member State variation’ — but nothing else
o No: Then the segment must contain a mention of demographic change or population
ageing. Code it to ‘Demographic change.’
e Are there any golden quotes for the writing stage? If yes, code it to the ‘Golden quotes’ category
(technical coding).

After this, the coding for the segment is done.
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Appendix 3: Coding scheme for the qualitative content
analysis of the second and third papers

Discourse categories with definitions and examples!

ageing, increasing old-age
dependency ratios, and
ageing workforces by
increasing employment
rates. The underlying
worldview is that
population ageing is an
economic challenge, as
ageing leads to a decreased
supply of labour,
threatening economic
growth.

Name Definition Examples
Competitiveness | The goal of employment “Engaging more people actively in the labour
and economic policies is economic growth | market will make an important difference in the
growth and/or competitiveness medium term. Today almost 30 % of people aged 20
with references to growth, to 64 are not in employment: 7% are searching for
competitiveness, employment but 23 % - the inactive - are not. The
productivity, and utilisation | EU can no longer afford so many inactive people.
of the workforce. The Engaging those people actively in the labour market
underlying worldview is - by reducing the gender employment gap, by
that the main point of further educational progress and by extending
bringing people into the working lives (including beyond the age of 65) -
labour market is to increase | would gain the EU more time in the medium term
economic growth. to implement the productivity-enhancing reforms
that will be needed to maintain growth in the long
term. This is all the more true as the potential boost
from increasing working hours is likely to be
limited.” (Employment and Social Developments in
Europe 2017, p. 68)
Population The focus is on alleviating “The most productive and promising answer to the
ageing the pressures of population | demographic challenge of structural longevity

growth is to extend working life for men and
women: prolonging it at the end, starting it earlier
at the beginning and reducing interruptions over
the span of the career, and increasing activity rates
(especially of women). This is what is being
addressed through the re-balancing of time spent in
work, in retirement and in activity. A longer
working life will both support the sustainability and
the adequacy of pensions, as well as bring growth
and general welfare gains for an economy. Higher
employment rates among older workers are also a
precondition for our ability to reach the 2020 target
of 75 % employment rate of people 20-64, just as
adequate pension systems are a precondition for the
achievement of the poverty reduction target.”
(Employment and Social Developments in Europe

2012, p. 57)

Questioning the
benefits

This discourse questions
the benefits of increasing
employment rates of

“Looking at labour market trends for the youth
element of the working age population (...) the vast
majority of Member States have experienced a

1 There was an additional, residual, category amongst the discourses.
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underrepresented groups.
The underlying worldview
is that there are other
(social) consequences of
higher employment rates.
Examples: increasing
women’s employment takes
them away from caring for
young and old; increasing
the employment rates of
youth may be detrimental
to their education.

deterioration over recent years in the labour market
situation of young people (although this trend must
also be seen in the context of efforts to increase
participation rates in education, in line with the EU
objective to have at least 85% of 22-year-olds
having completed upper secondary education by
2010). (...)” (Employment in Europe 2005, pp. 60-
1)

Social Bringing women, youth, “In the EU, 64.3 % of children under the age of 18
integration and the elderly into who live in jobless households live below the
employment will allow poverty threshold. Both the mother’s working status
them to participate in and the number of additional workers in the
society on an equal footing | household are the main determinants of child
with others and/or it will poverty. The mother’s educational level, access to
help reduce or prevent family benefits in low-income households and
poverty. The underlying childcare are also key determinants of child poverty.
worldview is focused on This suggests that policies which support family
social cohesion and incomes through cash benefits combined with
reducing social inequalities. | measures to facilitate mothers’ employment help
reduce child poverty.” (Employment and Social
Developments in Europe 2015, p. 16)
Sustainability of | Increasing employment “The employment rate of older workers provides an
social security rates of women, youth, and | indication on the overall labour market integration
systems the elderly is about securing | of older workers and thus on the sustainability of

the financial sustainability
of social security systems,
e.g. pensions. The
underlying worldview
focuses on financing the
welfare state, ensuring its
financial sustainability.

pensions, since this reflects the financing base for
pension systems and the levels of effective age of
exit from the labour market.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe 2013, p. 341)

151




Frame categories with definitions and examples?

rates or earnings is attributed
to austerity measures, i.e.
fiscal tightening, such as less
jobs in the public sector, lower
welfare state transfers, etc.

Name Definition Examples

Affected by This category applies when a “(...) In this respect, austerity measures are liable
austerity deterioration in to have negatively affected women, as they
measures employment/participation predominantly impacted on public sectors (where

women are concentrated) and public services (of
which women are chief consumers). (...)”
(Employment and Social Developments in Europe
2013, p. 184)

Age-related
challenges

When either old age or young
age is described as a
disadvantage in any way in the
labour market. Beware of
overlaps with 'Easy exits
chosen', 'Low skills', and
'Structural challenges'.

“Older workers are generally considered to be one
of the most vulnerable groups in the labour
market (others being, for example, youth, women
and disabled workers). One reason for this is that
they are often viewed as being more costly than
their younger counterparts, due mainly to the
prevalence of age-related remuneration systems
and seniority wages, and as having lower
productivity due to both outdated skills and more
frequent physical limitations resulting from
ageing.” (Employment in Europe 2007, p. 81)
“The young are a vulnerable group for several
reasons. They have little or no work experience,
are more likely to be hired with an uncertain
contractual relationship and their short-tenure
usually implies limited access to unemployment
benefits; the transition from education to work is
often difficult. All this is reflected in an
unemployment rate which has reached 20.8% in
the EU...” (Labour Market Developments in
Europe 2011, p. 29)

When the bad situation of the
group(s) is framed as being
because of the 'discouraged
worker effect’', where people
withdraw completely from the
labour market.

Discouraged
worker effect

“Another group of inactive persons are those
ready to work but do not look for a job because
they think they cannot find one. Such persons are
typically referred to as ‘discouraged workers’ and
have been continuously rising since 2000, to
reach 15% of the total inactive population in 2007.
While not included among the unemployed
because they are not actively seeking work, these
persons provide an indication of labour market
difficulty. (...)* (Labour Market and Wage
Development in 2007, p. 38)

When youth go into education
and/or elderly into retirement
because they cannot find work
or they prefer
education/retirement.

Easy exits
chosen

“Looking at labour market trends for the youth
element of the working age population, as shown
in last year’s Employment in Europe report the
vast majority of Member States have experienced
a deterioration over recent years in the labour
market situation of young people (although this
trend must also be seen in the context of efforts to
increase participation rates in education, in line
with the EU objective to have at least 85% of
22year olds having completed upper secondary

2 In addition to the frames in this table, there were two additional frames in my content analysis. One was a residual
category. The other was ‘deteriorations without explanations’, which captured when a reference gave no reason
for the decline in employment/activity rate or increase in unemployment/inactivity rate.
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education by 2010). This deterioration has been
particularly severe in the Czech Republic,
Hungary and Luxembourg, where employment
rates for the 15-24 age group have declined by the
order of 10 percentage points since 2000 (but also
where participation rates in education have risen).
(...)” (Employment in Europe 2005, pp. 60-61)

Economic The low participation “(...) The crisis hit all age groups negatively, but
downturn rates/earnings of women, with quite different intensity. The young were hit
youth, and elderly are very hard, the prime age group less so and the
attributed to a deterioration in | older to an even lesser degree. For the young,
the economic conditions, incl. | because of the very low employment growth
the financial crisis. NOT during the previous years foregone employment is
applicable if the economic almost zero. Thus, the total effect of the recession
downturn is merely a can be entirely attributed to the strong decline in
structural/background factor - | actual employment. The development in the prime
it must be emphasised (as with | age group resembles the development for both
all other meanings). genders in general. For men, the actual
employment change (-2.5%) is much bigger than
forgone employment (+0.5%), whereas for women
the actual employment change (-0.8%) is less
important than forgone employment (1.4%).
Taken together, we have a total employment effect
on males’ prime age employment of -3.0% and of -
2.0% on females, so the total effect is still bigger
for males but more balanced than the actual
employment change. For the old, the situation
differs as we still observe employment growth and
the foregone employment is small.” (Labour
Market and Wage Developments in 2009, pp. 52-
3)
Family- or When groups’ (especially “Despite the stronger impact of the crisis on men,
care-related women and elderly) bad women still have an overall lower rate of return to
reasons situation is framed as being employment and are more likely to fall into and
because of family or care- remain in inactivity. Moreover, analysis shows
related reasons, i.e. children, that family reasons and insufficient/ non-
caring for elderly, caring fora | affordable care facilities (for children and other
partner, etc. dependent persons) can be a reason both for
becoming and for remaining long-term
unemployed and/or economically inactive,
especially in the case of prime-aged women.
Improving access to care facilities, allowing
individuals to combine care provisions and paid
work (e.g.: possibility of part-time employment;
tax breaks for workers who must pay for care
provision) and reducing the
inactivity/unemployment traps for second earners
could help in this matter.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe 2012, p. 126)
Frustration Frustration is sensed in the “The prevalence of high youth unemployment

text when alternative measures
for youth unemployment, for
instance, are mentioned,
because the numbers look very
bad, or when women’s
employment is even worse
when considering full-time
equivalents (because women

rates points to a dysfunctional labour market.
However, the large majority of the young are still
studying (about 67% in the EU) and as such are
not considered in the pool of those that are
actively engaged in the labour market (either
working or looking for a job). For example, in
Spain only about 41% of the young aged between
15 and 24 years were active in 2011 and of these
46.4% were unemployed. This meant that 19% of
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tend to work part-time more
than men).

the young population were looking for jobs in vain
— outrageously high, but far from the “every
second youngsters cannot find a job”
misinterpretation that is so widespread.” (Labour
Market Developments in Europe 2012, p. 29)

Gender gap

When the gender gap is
mentioned in men’s favour,
when gender is seen as a
disadvantage in the labour
market. Only applicable for
women. If the other groups
(youth, elderly) are mentioned,
it might belong to ‘Structural
challenges instead. Only
applicable if other categories
are not relevant, such as ‘Low
skills’ or ‘Part-time
employment’.

“However, there is a significant gender difference
as a result of factors other than sociodemographic
characteristics. The finding of less favourable
female labour market performance already takes
account of highly relevant gender differences such
as care obligations. It also factors in cultural
employment obstacles, where those are due to
differences in the surveyed countries or to being a
migrant (captured by the 'country' and 'country of
birth’ variables in the regression). In fact, neither
sociodemographic characteristics nor cross-
country differences can fully explain the gender
employment gap. Thus, as is the case with
earnings differences..., a big part of the gender
employment gap remains unexplained by the
usual set of observable explanatory variables...”
(Employment and Social Developments in Europe
2018, p. 102)

Instruments to
reaching
targets

When the focus is not on
analysing the group(s)’s
improvement or deterioration
on its own, but on how the
group is contributing to e.g.
the Lisbon targets. The groups
are framed as ‘instruments’,
where it is calculated how
much employment needs to
increase by to reach the target.

“In the best possible scenario, the EU employment
rate would still stay below the 70% target. Thus, if
the overall target is to be achieved, some of the
laggard countries should contribute substantially
more than what has been done so far. For the
female target, the situation is less challenging, as
the 60% target could be hit with an employment
growth close to that recorded for 2007. The result
for the older workers deserves attention. If the
strong acceleration in the employment growth of
older workers over the most recent period were
maintained over the remaining 3 years, the older
workers’ employment rate would be just below the
50% target. To sum up, the Lisbon employment
targets remain very ambitious, especially in view
of the fact that achieving the Lisbon strategy
involves efforts both to improve labour market
performance and to raise growth. This implies a
need for a substantial acceleration in the medium-
term labour productivity growth.” (Labour Market
and Wage Development in 2007, p. 61)

It’s all relative

If the participation rates only
look better because they are
compared to groups that have
fared worse - e.g. the gender
gap is narrowing, but only
because men are doing worse.
In other words, the situation
for (one of) the groups needs
to be deteriorating for the
category to be applicable - just
deteriorating less slowly than
for another group (often men).

“Although the crisis has severely hit the European
labour market, different socio-economic and
demographic groups have fared quite differently.
While the employment of men shrank by 2.7%,
that of women fell only by a smaller 0.7%. The
gender dimension in employment performance
during the crisis is generally explained by men
being disproportionally more present than women
in industries, such as construction and
manufacturing, which were more heavily hit by
the crisis.” (Labour Market and Wage
Developments in 2009, pp. 12-13)

154




Low skills

When the group(s)’s low skill
level is presented as the
problem in the labour market

“Many adults have satisfactory or good skills.
However, on average, one in five adults in EU
countries display a low level of skills in literacy
and one in four have similarly low levels of skills
in numeracy. When it comes to very high skills,
only a handful of Member States are able to match
the performance of the best non-EU countries,
such as Japan or Australia. While in some
countries it is mainly the older age groups that
show very low skill levels, in others it seems that
also younger groups perform rather poorly (e.g. in
Cyprus and the United Kingdom). Moreover, the
survey results confirm that proficiency is strongly
related to parental education and to migrant
status, but to a different extent across countries.”
(Employment and Social Developments in Europe
2015, p. 235)

NEET

When a group (especially the
young) is described as being in
a bad situation because of high
NEET rates (not in education,
employment, or training).

“Inactive NEETSs are not a homogenous group, as
the Eurofound report on NEETs shows. In some
Member States with particularly high NEET rates,
around 40% of inactive NEETs became
discouraged after failing to find work. In Member
States with more favourable labour markets,
reasons for inactivity are more varied, ranging
from caring responsibilities to personal health
issues. Nonetheless, the large number of young
people aged 15-24 who are not in employment,
education and training and who are not even
looking for work is a major policy challenge in all
Member States. Greater efforts are needed to
understand and remove the barriers — real and
perceived — that prevent inactive NEETS from
entering the labour market.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe 2016, p. 32)

Part-time
employment

When a persistent bad
situation or deterioration is
ascribed to part-time
employment. This subcategory
is especially relevant for
women.

“Women are furthermore often in non-standard
employment such as fixed-term and part-time
work. In the EU-25, 31.4% of women were
working part-time in 2004, against 7% of men.
Compared with one year before, the share of part-
time employment rose by 1.1 percentage points for
women and 0.4 percentage points for men. The
proportion of women working part-time is
particularly high in the Netherlands (75%) and the
United Kingdom (44%). Men are thus not only
more concentrated in higher paid sectors and
occupations, but within these sectors and
occupations they are also more likely than women
to hold managerial responsibilities and if they do
so the earnings are relatively higher.” (The Social
Situation in the European Union 2005-06, p. 105)

Structural
challenges

When a persistent bad
situation is mentioned, i.e.
there is no deterioration, just
status quo. (If there is a
deterioration, it should go
somewhere else, e.g.
'Deterioration without
explanation'). When a bad
situation/deterioration is

“(...) The continued under-performance of the EU
economy is due, in part, to the fact that the labour
input remains comparatively low compared to
other developed economies such as the US or
Japan, despite the recent improvements in raising
the employment rate to just over 63% in 2004.
This relatively low employment rate indicates that
Europe still has a substantial reservoir of unused
labour, and that there remains considerable scope
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mentioned for both youth and | for raising activity and employment further,

women, for instance (i.e. it especially among women, youth and older

cannot go to 'Gender gap' nor | workers. Breaking down barriers to labour market
'Age-related challenges'). entry or re-entry, assisting effective job search,
Indicator: structural creating attractive working arrangements,
unemployment. ensuring that work pays and promoting lifelong

learning are essential to achieving greater labour
market participation.” (Employment in Europe
2005, p. 240)

Temporary This category applies if a “Young people experienced a decline in

employment persistent bad situation or employment during the downturns in the early
deterioration is ascribed to 1990s and the early years of the present decade. In
temporary/fixed-term addition, there was a shift an increasing tendency
contracts. This is especially for those in work to have temporary contracts of
relevant for the young, but employment. This shift was not necessarily a
may also be relevant for direct response by employers to the downturn as
women. such, since it seems to have been part of a long-

term trend. It means, however, that the declining
numbers or young people in work were
increasingly in relatively precarious jobs which, in
some countries, do not necessarily entitle the
worker to unemployment benefits.” (The Social
Situation in the European Union 2009, p. 65)

The coding scheme had additional frame categories, which were not included in the analysis. The structure
of the frame-category was a few first-level categories (‘instruments to reaching targets’ [included],
‘incoherent developments’ [not included because it captured segments that could not be properly coded],
and a residual category) and then two subsections with subcategories. These two subsections were
respectively ‘improved situation’ and ‘persistently bad or deteriorating situation’. However, I excluded the
‘improved situation’-subsection from the present analysis for two reasons. First, I focus on understanding
how the Commission frames the groups’ underrepresentation in the labour market. The categories
included in the analysis capture this best as they frame a persistently bad or deteriorating labour market
situation for one or more of the three groups. Second, the ‘improved situation’ subsection of categories was
not sufficiently valid, with a coding frequency of the residual category at 26.76 per cent. In comparison, of
the frame-categories I included in the analysis, the coding frequency for residual categories was 16.50 per
cent. Only considering the subsection of the coding scheme that provided most of the categories (‘Persistent
bad or deteriorating situation’), the coding frequency for the residual category was 2.13 per cent. Finally,
the ‘improved situation’-categories represented 16.60 per cent of the total frame segments.
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Policy categories with definitions and examples

Name Definition Examples

Active ageing This is a catch-all category, “The EU policy response is therefore based on a
as many policies can be comprehensive and sustainable approach known as
argued to be part of active ‘active ageing’, which employs a range of tools
ageing. It is meant to capture | beyond just retirement reforms. This recognises
the segments that specifically | that in order to be able to seriously consider
refer to active ageing (or working longer, people must be in good physical
healthy ageing, when it and mental health and have good prospects of
comes to the health status of | remaining so for longer, they must have access to
elderly in connection with more flexible retirement schemes and working
employment3). arrangements as well as appropriate working

conditions, they must have the opportunity to, and
be prepared to, update and make the most of the
skills they have gained, and they must have access
to available employment opportunities and not be
faced with discriminatory prejudices.”
(Employment in Europe 2007, p. 60)

ALMPs4 Active Labour Market “Do ALMPs really increase labour market
Policies, including participation? (...) A simple scatter plot...shows that
registration with public there is a strong correlation between the use of
employment services, in- active labour market policies and employment
work subsidies, assisting rates..., while the correlation with passive policies is
effective job search, much weaker.... The same picture can be found
counselling, guidance, “active | when relating the employment rate of women to
employment policies.” LMP expenditures.... Moreover the correlation is

even higher for ALMPs, partly reflecting the fact
that low spending countries such as Italy and Malta
have a very low female employment rate compared
to countries such as Denmark, Sweden or the
Netherlands, which also spend more on ALMPs.”
(Employment and Social Developments in Europe
2012, pp. 230-231)

Flexicurity Specific mentions of “A framework for developing concrete and
flexicurity to boost coordinated policy responses to the main causes of
employment rates of (one of) | youth employment problems may be found in the
the three groups. larger context of general employment policies,

namely the recently proposed common principles
on flexicurity. These aim at integrating four policy
components — flexible contractual arrangements,
effective lifelong learning systems, active labour
market policies and modern social security systems
— in order to enhance flexibility and security at the
same time in the labour market.” (Employment in
Europe 2007, p. 51)

Gender When gender equality or the | “The gender gap in terms of total hours has many

equality reduction of gender gaps is causes and consequences (both positive and
mentioned as a specific negative), which are reviewed in some detail in

3 Subsuming healthy ageing under active ageing is in line with Walker and Maltby’s (2012) understanding of active

ageing.

4 According to Bengtsson, de la Porte, and Jacobsson (2017), the kinds of ALMPs identified here would fall into the

category of ‘employment assistance’. ALMPs also include training or ‘upskilling’, which is covered by the policy

idea ‘training, skills, and LLL’. ALMPS also include incentive reinforcements, covered by ‘reforming
unemployment benefits’, although in my coding frame it covers reforms that make the unemployment benefit
schemes more inclusive, whereas in Bengtsson et al.’s frame it is about tightening conditionality to ensure that
unemployed are incentivised to find jobs. Finally, I have an additional subcategory called ‘Youth-focused
initiatives’, which are also ALMPs, but specifically targeting the young.
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policy to pursue to ensure
better labour market
participation of esp. women,
but also youth and elderly.

order to better understand how various factors
influence the decision on worked hours, and why
and how the volume of hours worked is a relevant
factor from both a personal and economic point of
view. While less total hours worked can reflect
preferences and can be associated with positive
implications, it can also have disadvantageous
consequences. Moreover, it might stem from
barriers and institutional constraints that are
leading to disincentives to work more, and as such,
gender equality implies that these barriers and
constraints are dismantled.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe 2013, p. 173)

Job creation in
services sector

When creating jobs in the
service sector is mentioned
to increase labour market
participation of women,
youth, and elderly. This is
often because the groups are
often employed in services
sectors in e.g. the USA.

“Deepening the internal market for services and
breaking down remaining barriers to the further
integration of the EU services markets will help
create the framework conditions necessary to
further develop the services sector in the EU. As a
specific reply to the further restructuring of the
European economies, the key to increasing
employment in services is in the creation of jobs in
the comparatively high-paying, high-productive
services such as business services, education and
health and social services. To this aim, existing
spill-over effects from product demand in industry
on employment in services need to be exploited,
and increases in final demand for services are
necessary. In this context, reorienting public
spending towards areas such as education and
health and social services is crucial. This will
contribute to accelerate further increases in the
labour market participation of women and older
workers.” (Employment in Europe 2004, p. 14)

Lifecycle
approach to
work

When lifecycle policies are
mentioned, considering the
life span of workers and how
their preferences may change
over time.

“In particular, Member States should promote a
lifecycle approach (Guideline No 18) through a
renewed endeavour to build employment pathways
for young people and to reduce youth
unemployment; resolute action to increase female
participation and reduce gender gaps in
employment, unemployment and pay; better
reconciliation of work and private life and provision
of accessible and affordable childcare facilities and
care for other dependants; and support for active
aging, including appropriate working conditions,
improved (occupational) health status and adequate
incentives to work and discouragement of early
retirement; modern social protection systems.”
(The Social Situation in the European Union 2007,
p. 126)

Making work
pay

Reforming tax/benefit
systems, ensuring financial
incentives to stay in the
labour market for esp.
women and elderly.

“Secondly, labour market reforms designed to
enhance labour force growth can help to alleviate
inflation pressures emanating from the supply side.
In a more technical sense, successful labour market
reforms would result in a downward shift in the
labour supply (or wage) curve — more supply at a
given wage. Overall, labour force growth appears to
have been relatively strong between 2001 and 2006.
This is partly due to immigration, but it also reflects
an underlying increase in participation. Women and
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older workers in particular, and to some extent
workers with lower skills, have experienced
significant improvements in their labour market
situation. These developments may be related to the
fact that many euro-area countries have made some
progress with reforms improving incentives to work
and making work pay. (...)” (Labour Market and
Wage Developments in 2006, p. 72 of 232)

Participation- | This includes the availability | “In the EU, only 61.7 % of mothers (aged 25-49)
friendly and affordability of childcare | with children below 6 years are employed,
policies (for the sake of increasing compared to 76.9 % of those without children. But
labour market participation | there are large cross-country variations. One of the
of women, not the sake of key issues in increasing labour force participation of
skills/human capital women is therefore the compatibility of child-
investment), flexible working | rearing and employment. The analysis finds that
times, working from home, family policies, especially high-quality childcare
part-time, improving work- services accessible to all children, and availability of
life balance etc. It includes part-time work, are positively associated with
mentions of job quality for employment of women with children. Other policies
the sake of increasing that can help reconciling family and work life
participation rates. It is include access to parental leave, which can help
relevant both for women and | increase the labour market participation of
elderly, and potentially even | women.” (Employment and Social Developments in
for youth. They are also Europe 2015, p. 16)
called family-friendly
policies.
Reforming When there is an explicit “Increasing the effective retirement age by enabling
pensions mention of reforming and motivating people to work longer through
pension systems or labour market policies promoting better age-
restricting early retirement management practices in work places and
as a policy to get more ambitious reforms of work incentives in pension
elderly people to stay in the systems. Countries that have not yet risen the
labour force by staying OUT | statutory retirement ages should pursue this route,
of retirement. But if the given the need to boost labour supply and promote
policies mentioned centre on | sustainability of public finances. The effective
encouraging people to stay in | implementation of such measures would take place
employment through e.g. over a long period of time, but decisions taken now
improving working would help anchor expectations which, in turn,
conditions, flexible working | would help to underpin the present economic
hours, updating skills, etc. — | recovery. Generous early retirement and disability
then it belongs to active pensions coupled with a greater difficulty in finding
ageing (even if the headline a job may weaken the incentives to search and to
is about 'limiting early continue to be active. The effective retirement age
retirement' but the substance | should be increased and all incentives to retire early
is active ageing). should be removed, in particular in Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, France,
Greece, Luxembourg, Poland and Slovenia.”
(Labour Market and Wage Developments in 2009,
p. 139)
Reforming Reforms of unemployment “Over the longer term, the social consequences of
unemployment | benefits (or unemployment the recession will depend partly on the speed of the
benefits insurance, UI, funds) to be recovery. Slow growth might result from weak

more inclusive.

consumer demand due — for instance — to
employment insecurity and inadequate social
protection or to reduced housing wealth and access
to credit. A long period of slow economic growth
would imply a prolonged lack of job opportunities
and a risk that many people — in particular young
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people entering the labour market — will suffer long
spells of unemployment. To prevent these people
from being permanently excluded from the labour
market and thus falling into the poverty trap,
governments must ensure adequate provision of
unemployment benefits and must actively support
employment. There will also be a need to closely
monitor the social consequences of budget
consolidations.” (The Social Situation of the
European Union 2009, p. 7)

Relaxing Allowing more flexible “External flexibility refers to the ease of hiring and
labour market | contracts, part-time or firing workers, and the use of flexible forms of
conditions temporary, so that the groups | labour contracts. This has been measured by the
have easier access to the OECD's indicator on the strictness of employment
labour market. Part-time protection legislation (EPL). Both theoretical and
contracts are pertinent for empirical findings suggest that stringent EPL, while
women, as they allow better | having an ambiguous or limited impact on total
work-life balance. Temporary | unemployment and employment, worsens the
contracts are often seen as employment prospects of women, youths and older
stepping stones for the workers. It can also slow down the flow of labour
young. (But no mention of between different jobs making the labour market
increased coverage of less dynamic and increasing the average duration of
unemployment benefits in unemployment spells.” (Employment in Europe
the same segment — 2006, p. 13)
otherwise, it belongs to
‘Flexicurity’.)
Training, This refers to the “Intense individualised training and counselling, as

skills, and LLL

development of human
capital and productivity
through training, higher
levels of skills, and access to
life-long learning (LLL).

exemplified by a German programme, will improve
the labour market integration of older unemployed
workers by increasing their chances of finding a
match among the vacancies that firms post. In the
corresponding model simulations, employment of
older workers increases significantly, contributing
to the sustainability of the pension system. Costs
are shared between the generations.” (Employment
and Social Developments in Europe 2017, pp. 17-18)

Youth-focused
initiatives

When policies that
specifically encourage youth
employment or investment in
youth are mentioned. This
includes the European Youth
Pact, the Youth Guarantee,
and Youth on the Move as
well as “measures to increase
youth participation”. But not
in-work subsidies, even if
targeted the young, because
they can also be targeted the
elderly. In-work subsidies
should be coded to ‘ALMPs’.
Also NOT if policies are
mentioned (e.g. placement or
training), followed by
“especially for young people”
— this should go to either
‘ALMPs’ or ‘Training, skills,
and LLL.

“In this context, the EU has made “Youth on the
move” one of its flagship initiatives under the
Europe 2020 strategy, to enhance the performance
of education systems and to facilitate the entry of
young people to the labour market. The aim is to
enhance the performance and international
attractiveness of Europe’s higher education
institutions and raise the overall quality of all levels
of education and training in the EU, combining
both excellence and equity, by promoting student
mobility and trainees’ mobility, and improve the
employment situation of young people.”
(Employment in Europe 2010, p. 60)

160




Appendix 4: List of reports included in the qualitative
content analysis of the second and third papers

DG EMPL Employment in Europe 2004
The Social Situation in the EU 2004
Employment in Europe 2005
Employment in Europe 2006
The Social Situation in the EU 2005-2006
Employment in Europe 2007
Employment in Europe 2008
The Social Situation in the EU 2007
Employment in Europe 2009
The Social Situation in the EU 2008
Employment in Europe 2010
The Social Situation in the EU 2009
Statistical Portraits of the Social Situation 2010
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2011
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2012
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2013
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2014
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2015
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2016
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2017
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2018
DG ECFIN Labour market and wage developments in 2004
Labour market and wage developments in 2005
Labour market and wage developments in 2006
Labour market and wage development in 2007
Labour market and wage developments in 2008
Labour market and wage developments in 2009
Labour Market Developments in Europe, 2011
Labour Market Developments in Europe 2012
Labour Market Developments in Europe 2013
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2015
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2016
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2017
Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe 2018

Note: DG EMPL has published the Labour Market and Wage Developments in Europe report since the
2015 edition due to organisational changes in the Commission. However, in the analysis, I continued to
consider this report an expression of DG ECFIN logics for two reasons. First, the whole team working on
the report moved from DG ECFIN to DG EMPL, which led me to expect that they maintained DG ECFIN
logics for at least some time following the move. Second, interviewees emphasised the continuity in the
report, mentioning that changes mainly focused on the timing of the publication, ensuring alignment with
DG EMPL publications.
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Appendix 5: Coding examples for the third paper

Policy: Active ageing

Policy: Pension reform

Discourse:
Competitiveness and
economic growth (in
line with market
logics)

“A prolonged decrease in the number
of healthy life years would present an
important risk to the provision of
human capital and the sustainability
of public expenditure. Investment in
health care will consequently have to,
on the one hand, preserve human
capital (supporting active ageing and
participation in the labour market)
and, on the other, prevent higher
dependency costs. The importance of
health and safety at work to promote
active and healthy ageing becomes
evident...” (Employment and Social
Developments in Europe 2014, p.
119)

“Many countries have either
increased statutory retirement
ages or are in the process of
doing so and have put in place a
range of targeted activation
policies aimed at using the huge
potential of older people, who are
now seen as a necessary part of
the labour force, that is necessary
to achieve high and sustainable
growth in an ever changing
economic and societal
environment.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe
2011, p. 221)

Discourse: Social
integration (in line
with social logics)

“Active ageing is also an effective tool
for tackling poverty and isolation in
old age. In 2008, 19 % of people aged
65+ in the European Union were at
risk of poverty. A considerable
number of older people experience
old age as a time of marginalisation.
While better employment
opportunities for older people could
help tackle some of the causes of
poverty among this age group, active
participation in voluntary activities
could reduce the isolation of older
people. The huge potential that older
persons represent for society as
volunteers or carers could be better
mobilised by eliminating existing
obstacles providing the right
framework and by adapting to their
needs.” (Statistical Portraits of the
Social Situation 2010, p. 21)

Discourse:
Sustainability of social
security systems (in
line with market
logics)

“...it should be recognised that there
exists an indirect link between, for
instance, fiscal sustainability and
active ageing, as in an unstable
macro-economic environment caused
by loss of confidence due to
unsustainable fiscal balances,
enterprises may be forced to contract

“The last 20 years have seen
substantial reform activity in the
EU that is expected to keep
pension expenditure levels
relative to GDP in 2060 from
rising above today's, despite
steeply increasing demographic
dependency. These reforms will
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their production and reduce their

production costs.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe 2011,

p. 233)

not only reduce pension
entitlements, but also limit
coverage beyond the age of 65,
especially by raising retirement
ages. To a large extent, the very
gradual planned increases in
statutory retirement ages will
affect future pensioners (today's
young and future workers).
However, much of the reform
activity has successfully been
targeting better labour market
prospects for older workers,
combined with higher statutory
retirement ages. This has
resulted in a significant increase
in the employment rate of older
workers over the last two
decades.” (Employment and
Social Developments in Europe

2017, p. 17)
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Appendix 6: Data on mentions of active ageing and
pension reform in DG EMPL and DG ECFIN reports

ECFIN reports 2004 2005 | 2006 |2007 (2008 |2009 |2010 |2011 (2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 (2016 |2017 | 2018
Active ageing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0
Reforming 1 0 9 4 2 1 0 5 6 2 0 3 1 0 1
pensions
Percentage 0.00| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00|16.67| 0.00| 0.00|33.33| 0.00| 0.00| 0.00
% % % % % % % % % % % % % % %
Average 3.33
%
EMPL reports 2004 (2005 (2006 (2007 |2008 2009 |2010 |2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 |2016 |2017 |2018
Active ageing 6 26 6 51 2 1 6 18 1 4 10 5 1 13 0
Reforming 1 4 3 23 0 2 0 10 14 1 6 11 0 23 0
pensions
Percentage 600% | 650% | 200% | 222% | 200% | 50% | 600% | 180% 7% | 400% | 167% | 45%|100% | 57% 0%
Average 232%
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Knowledge Sharing
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The Co-Evolution of Institutions and
Technology

— A Neo-Institutional Understanding of
Change Processes within the Business
Press — the Case Study of Financial
Times
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OFFSHORING OF ADVANCED AND
HIGH-VALUE TECHNICAL SERVICES:
ANTECEDENTS, PROCESS DYNAMICS
AND FIRMLEVEL IMPACTS

Pham Thi Song Hanh

Functional Upgrading, Relational
Capability and Export Performance of
Vietnamese Wood Furniture Producers
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Why wait?

An Exploration of first-mover advanta-
ges among Danish e-grocers through a
resource perspective

Hubert Buch-Hansen

Rethinking the History of European
Level Merger Control

A Critical Political Economy Perspective
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From Independent Ratings to Commu-
nal Ratings: A Study of CWA Raters’
Decision-Making Behaviours
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Public-Private Partnerships: Meaning
and Practice
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Enabling Supply Networks with Colla-
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ship Management
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Wound, Interrupted — On the Vulner-
ability of Diversity Management
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Narrative Construction of Leader Iden-
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Dorte Hermansen
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Supply Chain (logistics) Environmental
Complexity
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How to manage SMEs through the
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Corporate Governance in Family Firms
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der tager praepositionssyntagmer ind-
ledt med praepositionen a som arqu-
menter
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Collaborative R&D Capabilities
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Evidence from Vietnam
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Next Generation Management of
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for Innovation

Luke Patey
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Knowledge Management Systems in
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Hybrid Organisations.
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online activism’
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Branding pa butiksgulvet
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Stefan Fraenkel
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Readiness during New Product Launch
A Study of Product Launches in the
Swedish Pharmaceutical Industry
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and Practice
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translation - an eye-tracking and key-
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The Internationalization Process of
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Humanitarian Discourse in the age of
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over “the tipping point”?

— en empirisk analyse af information
og kognitioner om fusioner
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Value-driven Adoption and Consump-
tion of Technology: Understanding
Technology Decision Making
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Den nye mulighed
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Dominant Ideological Modes of
Rationality: Cross functional
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Governance Failure and Icelands’s
Financial Collapse
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Essays on the modeling of risks in
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Mobile Devices in Social Contexts
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Noisy Management
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Micro-foundations of Strategic
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Essays on Autonomous Strategic Action
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Toward an Integrative Framework of
National Competitiveness

An application to China
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Et eksplorativt studie af bygningers
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Christian Wymann

Tattooing

The Economic and Artistic Constitution
of a Social Phenomenon
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Sanne Frandsen

Productive Incoherence

A Case Study of Branding and
Identity Struggles in a Low-Prestige
Organization

Mads Stenbo Nielsen
Essays on Correlation Modelling

lvan Hauser

Folelse og sprog

Etablering af en ekspressiv kateqori,
eksemplificeret pa russisk

Sebastian Schwenen
Security of Supply in Electricity Markets

Peter Holm Andreasen

The Dynamics of Procurement
Management

- A Complexity Approach

Martin Haulrich
Data-Driven Bitext Dependency
Parsing and Alignment

Line Kirkegaard

Konsulenten i den anden nat
En undersagelse af det intense
arbejdsliv

Tonny Stenheim
Decision usefulness of goodwill
under IFRS

Morten Lind Larsen
Produktivitet, veekst og velferd
Industriradet og efterkrigstidens
Danmark 1945 - 1958

Petter Berg
Cartel Damages and Cost Asymmetries

Lynn Kahle

Experiential Discourse in Marketing
A methodical inquiry into practice
and theory

Anne Roelsgaard Obling
Management of Emotions
in Accelerated Medical Relationships
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Thomas Frandsen
Managing Modularity of
Service Processes Architecture

Carina Christine Skovmgller

CSR som noget szerligt

Et casestudie om styring og menings-
skabelse i relation til CSR ud fra en
intern optik

Michael Tell

Fradragsbeskeaering af selskabers
finansieringsudgifter

En skatteretlig analyse af SEL §§ 11,
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Morten Holm

Customer Profitability Measurement
Models

Their Merits and Sophistication
across Contexts

Katja Joo Dyppel
Beskatning af derivater
En analyse af dansk skatteret

Esben Anton Schultz
Essays in Labor Economics
Evidence from Danish Micro Data

Carina Risvig Hansen
“Contracts not covered, or not fully
covered, by the Public Sector Directive”

Anja Svejgaard Pors

Iveerksaettelse af kommunikation

- patientfigurer | hospitalets strategiske
kommunikation

Frans Bévort

Making sense of management with
logics

An ethnographic study of accountants
who become managers

René Kallestrup
The Dynamics of Bank and Sovereign
Credit Risk

Brett Crawford

Revisiting the Phenomenon of Interests
in Organizational Institutionalism

The Case of U.S. Chambers of
Commerce
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Mario Daniele Amore
Essays on Empirical Corporate Finance

Arne Stjernholm Madsen

The evolution of innovation strategy
Studied in the context of medical
device activities at the pharmaceutical
company Novo Nordisk A/S in the
period 1980-2008

Jacob Holm Hansen

Is Social Integration Necessary for
Corporate Branding?

A study of corporate branding
strategies at Novo Nordisk

Stuart Webber
Corporate Profit Shifting and the
Multinational Enterprise

Helene Ratner

Promises of Reflexivity
Managing and Researching
Inclusive Schools

Therese Strand
The Owners and the Power: Insights
from Annual General Meetings

Robert Gavin Strand
In Praise of Corporate Social
Responsibility Bureaucracy

Nina Sormunen

Auditor’s going-concern reporting
Reporting decision and content of the
report

John Bang Mathiasen

Learning within a product development
working practice:

- an understanding anchored

in pragmatism

Philip Holst Riis
Understanding Role-Oriented Enterprise
Systems: From Vendors to Customers

Marie Lisa Dacanay

Social Enterprises and the Poor
Enhancing Social Entrepreneurship and
Stakeholder Theory
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Fumiko Kano Gluckstad

Bridging Remote Cultures: Cross-lingual
concept mapping based on the
information receiver’s prior-knowledge

Henrik Barslund Fosse
Empirical Essays in International Trade

Peter Alexander Albrecht
Foundational hybridity and its
reproduction

Security sector reform in Sierra Leone

Maja Rosenstock

CSR - hvor sveert kan det vaere?
Kulturanalytisk casestudie om
udfordringer og dilemmaer med at
forankre Coops CSR-strategi

Jeanette Rasmussen

Tweens, medier og forbrug

Et studie af 10-12 arige danske berns
brug af internettet, opfattelse og for-
staelse af markedsfering og forbrug

Ib Tunby Gulbrandsen

‘This page is not intended for a
US Audience’

A five-act spectacle on online
communication, collaboration
& organization.

Kasper Aalling Teilmann
Interactive Approaches to
Rural Development

Mette Mogensen

The Organization(s) of Well-being

and Productivity

(Re)assembling work in the Danish Post

Sgren Friis Mgller

From Disinterestedness to Engagement
Towards Relational Leadership In the
Cultural Sector

Nico Peter Berhausen

Management Control, Innovation and
Strategic Objectives — Interactions and
Convergence in Product Development
Networks
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Balder Onarheim

Creativity under Constraints
Creativity as Balancing
‘Constrainedness’

Haoyong Zhou
Essays on Family Firms

Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen

Making sense of organisational conflict
An empirical study of enacted sense-
making in everyday conflict at work

Jacob Lyngsie
Entrepreneurship in an Organizational
Context

Signe Groth-Brodersen

Fra ledelse til selvet

En socialpsykologisk analyse af
forholdet imellem selvledelse, ledelse
og stress | det moderne arbejdsliv

Nis Hayrup Christensen

Shaping Markets: A Neoinstitutional
Analysis of the Emerging
Organizational Field of Renewable
Energy in China

Christian Edelvold Berg

As a matter of size

THE IMPORTANCE OF CRITICAL
MASS AND THE CONSEQUENCES OF
SCARCITY FOR TELEVISION MARKETS

Christine D. Isakson

Coworker Influence and Labor Mobility
Essays on Turnover, Entrepreneurship
and Location Choice in the Danish
Maritime Industry

Niels Joseph Jerne Lennon
Accounting Qualities in Practice
Rhizomatic stories of representational
faithfulness, decision making and
control

Shannon O’Donnell

Making Ensemble Possible

How special groups organize for
collaborative creativity in conditions
of spatial variability and distance
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Robert W. D. Veitch

Access Decisions in a

Partly-Digital World

Comparing Digital Piracy and Legal
Modes for Film and Music
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Making Strateqy Work
An Organizational Ethnography

Avrisa Shollo
The role of business intelligence in
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The construction of social and
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The organizational design of offshoring
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EU Law on Food Naming

The prohibition against misleading
names in an internal market context
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Kan giver-idealtyper forklare stotte
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Ruben Schachtenhaufen
Fonetisk reduktion i dansk

Peter Koerver Schmidt

Dansk CFC-beskatning

| et internationalt og komparativt
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Morten Froholdt

Strateqgi i den offentlige sektor
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kontekst, strategisk tilgang, samt
anvendte redskaber og teknologier for
udvalgte danske statslige styrelser
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Cognitive effort in metaphor translation
An eye-tracking and key-logging study
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The Internationalization
of Emerging Market Firms:
A Context-Specific Study
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The Value of Co-Creation
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Genre and Autonomy in Cultural
Production

The case of travel guidebook
production
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Stemningssindssygdommenes historie
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Omtydningen af melankolien og
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relative autonomi.
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Lichen Alex Yu
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Esben Alfort
The Expression of a Need
Understanding search
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Assembling Markets for Wind Power
An Inquiry into the Making of
Market Devices
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Web-Visions

Repurposing digital traces to organize
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BREWING ORGANIZATIONAL
RESPONSES TO INSTITUTIONAL LOGICS

Tommy Kjaer Lassen

EGENTLIG SELVLEDELSE

En ledelsesfilosofisk athandling om
selvledelsens paradoksale dynamik og
eksistentielle engagement
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Morten Rossing
Local Adaption and Meaning Creation
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pa strateqgisk arbejde

Thomas Hggenhaven
Open Government Communities
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Failsafe Organizing?
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Michael Friis Pedersen
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The Implications for Whole Farm
Risk Management
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Issues on supply and demand for
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Ather Nawaz

Website user experience
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between users’ cognitive style, context
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Karin Beukel
The Determinants for Creating
Valuable Inventions

Arjan Markus

External Knowledge Sourcing
and Firm Innovation
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Solon Moreira
Four Essays on Technology Licensing
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Assessing the Impact of
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Flertydig og emergerende ledelse i
folkeskolen
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