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1. Introduction 
The European Union (EU) has consistently profiled itself as not only a political and 
economic but also a social union, as the harbinger of a Social Europe. It claims to differ 
from the rest of the world because of its European Social Model (ESM), thanks to 
which – so it argues – Europe enjoys a distinct social quality. Social progress and social 
cohesion are high on the EU agenda, complementing, in theory at least, political and 
economic integration. High social standards are defended from a normative but also 
from an economic point of view, the claim being that good social policy is good 
economic policy. This social self-assessment places the EU on moral high ground and 
influences its attitude towards the rest of the world. In today’s world, the EU claims for 
itself a normative role which includes the external dissemination of its social values and 
standards with the aim of raising social standards in third countries. The European 
Commission argues, for example, that, ‘The EU has a duty, not only towards its citizens 
and those of the new member states, but also towards its present and future neighbours 
to ensure continuing social cohesion and economic dynamism (COM 2003: 3).’ 

In this paper the extent to which the EU is indeed actively disseminating a social model 
will be considered through the lens of EU enlargement and accession. To what extent or 
in what ways – we will be asking – has enlargement served as a vehicle for the 
spreading of EU social standards? The bulk of the analysis will focus on the question of 
the extent to which the EU has exported a ‘social model’ to those Central and Eastern 
European countries that entered the EU in May 2004, and on whether it is possible to 
observe positive impacts on social standards in the new member states. This will entail 
an examination of the social effects of the transposition and implementation of the 
acquis communautaire, taking account of the social as well as some of the economic 
elements of the acquis. 

The paper is organised as follows. In section 2 the concept of the European Social 
Model will briefly be considered more closely. What are the characteristics of this 
model and how is it enshrined in EU regulations and practices? In section 3 the weight 
of social issues in the accession procedure will be discussed, focussing on the character 
of the accession criteria with which the candidate countries were confronted, in 
particular the Copenhagen criteria and the hard and soft social acquis communautaire. 
Section 4 will discuss the impact of the social acquis on labour market and welfare state 
regulations and policies in the new EU member states (NMS) that entered the Union in 
May 2004. Section 5 will discuss the social implications of some of the economic 
elements of the rest of the acquis, in particular those relating to the Single Market and 
European Monetary Union. Section 6 presents conclusions. 

 

2. The European Social Model 
Assessment of the relationship between enlargement and the ESM depends first of all 
on how exactly one defines the ESM. Though this concept is highly prevalent in 
academic and political discourse, rarely is it specified what the ESM actually entails, 
making it into an ambiguous concept to which different meanings are attached and 
which is used by different actors to express rather different things. Jepsen and Serrano 
Pascual (2006), in a discussion of these different conceptions of the ESM, identify two 
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major ways of understanding it: (i) the ESM as a historical acquis, characterised by 
specific common institutions, values and outcomes; and (ii) the ESM as a European 
political project, conceived in the effort to solve shared problems and work towards a 
distinctive trans-national model, including common goals, rules, and standards, as well 
as a certain degree of trans-national cohesion.  

Each of these two highly different approaches entails very different questions about the 
relationship between the ESM and enlargement. The historical acquis approach leads to 
two sets of questions. One is whether the NMS are part of the ESM, whether, that is, 
they sufficiently resemble the EU15 in this respect, and, if so, how this has come to be 
the case. Have these countries become part of the ESM through their preparation for 
membership of the EU? Have they been part of the ESM for a longer period of history? 
Or can they become part of the ESM only in the future? The other set of questions to 
emerge from this approach concerns the effect of enlargement on the ESM: will the 
entry of the new members have a significant effect on the social model of the EU15 and 
therefore on the ESM? I have discussed this approach in other papers (Keune 2006a; 
Hemerijck et al. 2006) and will not further address it here.  

The political project approach gives rise to entirely different questions. Have the EU’s 
normative aspirations in the social field led to social issues carrying an important 
weight in the accession process? Has the EU imposed its social model upon the NMS by 
making the elements of this model part and parcel of the conditions imposed in 
exchange for membership? Has accession to the EU had an important impact on the 
welfare states and labour markets in the NMS? These are the questions that form the 
core concerns of this paper.  

Before these questions can be addressed, it is essential to clarify what the ESM actually 
consists of. What, in other words, are the common goals, rules, and standards set by this 
distinctive trans-national model? Jacques Delors launched the notion of an ESM in the 
mid-1980s, ‘… by designating it as an alternative to the American pure-market form of 
capitalism. The basic idea of the ESM is that economic and social progress must go 
hand in hand; economic growth, in other words, is to be combined with social cohesion 
(Jepsen and Serrano Pascual 2006: 25-26).’ The ESM concept was subsequently 
adopted by the European Commission, starting with the White paper on social policy 
(European Commission 1994) in which it is defined as a set of common values, 
including the commitment to democracy, social dialogue, equal opportunities for all, 
adequate social security and solidarity towards the weaker individuals in society. Since 
then the European Commission has repeatedly underlined, in numerous documents and 
speeches, that the ESM is a key element of the European project. 

However, how social is the European project if we move beyond such blanket 
statements of support? Has economic integration indeed been accompanied by social 
integration? What competences does the EU have in this respect and what social 
regulations have been developed at the European level? And do these European-level 
regulations constitute a coherent ESM?  

Since its inception, the EU has gradually expanded its competences in the social field. 
Initially, in the 1957 EEC Treaty, social policy was left to the member states; the Treaty 
had a pro-market bias and its explicit legislative competences were limited to the free 
movement of labour (Falkner et al. 2005: 41). Gradually these competences were 
expanded, however, through the harmonisation of health and safety standards in the 
Single European Act, the inclusion of a wide range of social policy areas in the 1992 
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Maastricht Treaty, the employment chapter of the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty and the 
further possibilities for cooperation between member states regarding all social policy 
issues included in the 2001 Nice Treaty (ibid.: 41-45). Traditionally, social regulations 
have been ‘hard’ regulations, i.e. Directives. The area most extensively covered by such 
Directives is occupational health and safety, followed by other aspects of working 
conditions and gender equality and non-discrimination (ibid.: 48). Directives have also 
dealt with the freedom of movement for workers and the portability of social security 
rights across borders, as well as some elements of workers’ participation and collective 
dismissals. 

In the past 15 years, ‘traditional’ hard regulations have increasingly been accompanied 
by soft regulations. These concern, in particular, the Open Method of Coordination 
(OMC), aimed more at the definition of common objectives, exchange of experiences 
and learning, and covering areas like employment, pensions and social inclusion 
(Zeitlin and Pochet 2005; de la Porte and Pochet 2002). In addition, the EU also plays 
an important role in agenda-setting in the social and labour market field, supporting 
development of the European-level social dialogue and stressing the importance of 
social dialogue at the national and sectoral levels. 

Even so, in spite of the development of this important body of social regulations and 
competences, Community social provisions do not add up to anything remotely 
approaching a coherent European Social Model (Goetschy 2006). National governments 
have been highly reluctant to abandon their national welfare state arrangements in 
favour of pan-European solutions. In accordance with the subsidiarity principle, 
national diversity of social systems is politically recognised. Wages, employment, 
social protection and industrial relations policies are for the most part outside the 
competences of the EU and remain mainly matters of national responsibility. European-
level regulations in these areas are fragmentary and largely complementary in nature 
and compared to the national level, the set of social regulations that exists at the 
European level is very restricted. Accordingly, continuing diversity can be observed 
between the social models of European countries.  

This situation is in stark contrast with the much more profound economic integration of 
the EU and the very extensive body of economic regulations prevailing at the European 
level. National governments have been irreversibly committed to European economic 
integration and have been prepared to transfer much of their sovereignty in this field to 
the European level. Indeed, European integration has been characterised by a 
fundamental and constitutional asymmetry between negative integration promoting 
market efficiencies and positive integration promoting social protection and equality; 
however, negative integration does have important social consequences in member 
states (Scharpf 1998, 2002). As will be argued below, this has important consequences 
for the extent to which enlargement has had a social dimension. 

 

3. The weight of social issues in the accession process 
The absence at the European level of a comprehensive ESM enshrined in European 
regulations and processes of itself sets limits on the potential weight of social issues in 
the accession process. This does not mean, however, that there has been no social 
dimension to enlargement, or that the EU has not attempted to impose social regulations 
on prospective members. On the contrary, during the accession process, the EU has 
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regularly expressed its ambition to make social standards an important and integral part 
of the enlargement process.  

Even so, the approach taken towards enlargement has been predominantly a narrow, 
legalistic one, based largely on fulfilment of the Copenhagen criteria and adoption of 
the acquis communautaire. The basic requirements for accession were laid down in the 
Copenhagen criteria. These state that candidates should be (i) democracies, following 
the rule of law, respecting human rights, and respecting minorities; (ii) functioning 
market economies; and (iii) able to take on the obligation of membership including 
adherence to the aims of political, economic and monetary union. The Copenhagen 
criteria do not include a specific social component, with the exception of the reference 
to very basic human rights issues.  

The acquis communautaire includes a series of social elements, together termed the 
social acquis, which the candidate countries were required to adopt. The social acquis 
consists, first of all, of ‘hard’ elements, i.e. the social Directives discussed above. Their 
incorporation into national regulations is compulsory. The social acquis also includes 
‘soft’ elements, referring to the adoption of practices common in the EU as well as 
(preparation for) participation in EU processes. This refers, first of all, to social 
dialogue: the EU expects applicant countries to practise meaningful social dialogue and 
to prepare the social partners for participation in European-level social dialogue 
(Vaughan-Whitehead 2000). It also includes the capacity to participate in the OMCs 
related to employment and social inclusion. In addition to these requirements, the EU 
also offered technical assistance aimed at strengthening the candidates’ capacities to 
adopt the acquis, while financing development projects through the PHARE programme 
and by other means.  

Nonetheless, given the weak social dimension of the European project itself, the social 
dimension of accession and enlargement has been correspondingly weak, with 
economic issues having been granted a clear primacy over social issues. Indeed, of the 
29 thematic chapters that made up the annual Regular Reports that reviewed the 
‘progress’ made by the then candidate countries in their preparation for accession, only 
one dealt with employment and social policies, while there were individual chapters on 
taxation policy, monetary policy, competition policy, company law, transport policy, 
the free movement of goods, etc. This is not to say that there were no social accession 
criteria but rather that the accession process was strongly ‘economistic’ in character. 
Economic considerations, in other words, completely overshadowed any social 
dimension. 

Moreover, the fact that the EU has accorded only limited importance to social issues has 
meant that the door was left open for other international players, in particular the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Indeed, it has often been argued that the 
International Financial Institutions, notably the World Bank, have exercised much 
greater influence than the EU on the reform of social policy in the NMS (Potůček 2007; 
Müller, 2003; Ferge and  Juhász 2004).1

 
1 Another international organisation that played an important role in the NMS has been the International 

Labour Organisation, in particular in the early 1990s. The ILO’s international labour standards often 
provided inspiration for the fundamental reforms in labour law in the early 1990s (Keune 2006b) while 
the core labour standards that had not been ratified earlier were gradually ratified by the NMS in the 
1990-2007 period. The ILO was also very active in promoting social dialogue and tripartism to foster 
negotiated reforms. It did not play a key role, however, in the enlargement process. 
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4. The impact of the social acquis 
What, we may then ask, has been the impact of the accession criteria on labour market 
and welfare state regulations and policies in the new member states? This is not an easy 
question to answer. Experience in the older EU member states shows that there is no 
straightforward answer to questions about the impact of EU regulations on national 
regulations or their implementation at the national level. Falkner et al. (2005), in a study 
on the implementation of six social Directives in the 15 EU members composing the 
Union before 2004, show that there are frequent and various types of implementation 
failure in relation to these Directives, and that the monitoring and sanctioning of 
implementation is underdeveloped and often ineffectual. The impact of EU social 
regulations on national institutions is varied, what is more, because it is mediated by the 
varying degrees of compatibility between EU and national institutions as well as by 
varying domestic responses to adaptive pressures (Martinsen 2005). In addition, the 
transposition of European regulations into domestic regulations is sometimes more 
symbolic than genuinely geared to effecting a change in national practices (Jacoby 
2002). Hence, the impact of European regulations is, to a significant extent, uncertain, 
both where their ‘proper’ transposition and implementation are concerned, as well as 
regarding the manner and the extent to which they undergo interpretation and alteration 
at the national level. In the case of the OMC processes, and other types of soft 
regulation, this uncertainty is – given the very nature of this type of process – even 
more pronounced.  

In this section it will be argued that the relationship between the social acquis and 
national practices is also problematic in the new EU members, while the actual impact 
of the acquis varies considerably depending on the specific subject and country context. 
As a result, dissemination of EU social regulations, as well as their positive effects on 
standards in the new member states, are called into question.   
 

4.1 The hard social acquis 

Where hard regulations are concerned, it is important first to point out that, during the 
accession process, all new members underwent a lengthy harmonisation process 
involving major adaptations of national laws and regulations, subject to close 
monitoring by the EU. The fact that they were subsequently accepted into membership 
of the EU would thus seem to constitute reasonable grounds for assuming that the new 
members have largely and properly transposed EU regulations into their national 
legislative corpus. Where the social acquis is concerned, this assumption is actually 
confirmed by a number of studies. Falkner and Treib (2007: 9) show that, in the case of 
a sample of three social Directives (the Working Time Directive, the Equal Treatment 
Directive and the Employment Framework Directive), the transposition record of four 
of the new member states (Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Slovenia) is 
good – and actually considerably better than that of the EU15. Leiber (2007) similarly 
points out that Poland performed extremely well where the legal transposition of a 
sample of six social Directives is concerned.2  

 
2 This does not mean that transposition is perfect and both studies point to some transposition deficits. 

Also, in certain cases, transitional periods were agreed to allow the new members sufficient time to 
adapt their national regulations and establish the necessary implementation structures. 
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A good transposition record does not on its own, however, mean much, for two reasons. 
One is that it says little about the effect of such transpositions on national regulations, 
and therefore on national standards. The other is that transposition does not mean that 
regulations are effectively implemented. These two reasons will now be considered in 
more detail. 

 
Transposition of Directives and national regulations 

Where the effect of the transposition of Directives on national regulations is concerned, 
no straightforward answer can be provided. To some extent, this is simply because no 
comprehensive research on this issue is currently available; but it is also because this 
effect varies depending on the issues at hand and the specific national context. The 
Directives often leave considerable space to national actors in terms of defining the 
specific content of national regulations, which can be minimalist or more ambitious. As 
a result, defining the substance of such a transposition has, on many occasions, led to 
struggles between political parties and interest groups (Falkner and Treib 2007; Meardi 
2007). What is more, national standards may be higher than those stipulated in the 
Directives, which may provide opportunities for domestic actors to press for downward 
adjustment in the transposition process. As such, whereas in some cases the 
transposition of Directives leads to a definite upgrading of national regulations, in 
others a contrary development can be observed. To illustrate these points, a series of 
examples will now be considered. Though these do not allow any firm conclusions to be 
drawn, they do provide a picture of the varied responses to transposition requirements.   

An interesting example here is the transposition of the Directive on Information and 
Consultation. Meardi (2007) argues that in a number of the new member states 
(including Poland, Slovakia, and Estonia) the transposition of this Directive, officially 
meant to set a minimum floor of rights for employees in the EU, has been used by 
governments to attempt to undermine existing employee prerogatives. In these cases the 
Directive has been used to attempt to replace single-channel representation systems, 
with the trade unions as key employee representative, by dual systems in which 
ineffectual works councils would replace trade unions; this would reduce the possibility 
for employees effectively and collectively to represent their interests (ibid.).3   

Quite to the contrary, in the Czech Republic, where unions were close to the social-
democratic government dealing with the transposition in 2000, the transposition of this 
Directive was designed in such a way that it would have only a negligible effect on 
industrial relations or on the role of unions at the enterprise level (Keune 2006b). 
Following the amendment, works councils, previously non-existent in the Czech 
Republic, can be established but only in undertakings where no trade unions are present. 
Also, they have no collective bargaining powers, cannot call strikes and can exercise 
information and consultation rights only within the meaning of the EU Directive. The 
works councils thus cannot replace trade unions or exercise their core functions. This 
Czech version of works councils is quite clearly aimed at satisfying the EU without 
changing national practice in any meaningful way (ibid.). 

Similarly, the transposition of the Working Time Directive led, in some cases, to fierce 
disputes at the national level. In Hungary, for example, under the Orbán government 

 
3 These attempts to reduce employees’ rights were not always successful since they prompted opposition 

from trade unions and other domestic actors (Meardi 2007). 
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(1998-2002), an intense debate took place between the conservative government and the 
socialist opposition, together with the trade unions, on the way in which the Working 
Time Directive should be translated into legislation (Keune 2006b). Each side argued 
for an interpretation that suited their own programmes and interests, which were far 
apart, and the Directive was worded in such a way as to allow such differing 
interpretations. In the end, the government used the occasion of the transposition to 
strengthen the possibilities for management unilaterally to increase working time 
flexibility. Something similar happened in Slovakia where employers were allowed to 
negotiate more flexible working time rules with their workers without union 
participation (Falkner and Treib 2007), while in Poland the transposition of the 
Working Time Directive was used to reduce overtime payments (Meardi 2007). Hence, 
in these three cases, the transposition of the Working Time Directive became an 
occasion to worsen rather than improve the rights and options of employees, thereby 
lowering rather than improving social standards. In both Slovenia and the Czech 
Republic, meanwhile, the results of transposition of the same Working Time Directive 
proved favourable to employees (Falkner and Treib 2007).  

Where the EU regulations on equal treatment are concerned, the Open Society Institute 
(2005), in an overview report summarising the result of country studies covering eight 
Central and Eastern European countries as well as Turkey, states: ‘The EU integration 
process has clearly been a catalyst for improvements in the legislative framework on 
gender equality in the New Members and Candidate Countries.’ At the same time, 
Falkner and Treib (2007) show that Christian Democratic parties in both Slovakia and 
the Czech Republic almost succeeded in opposing the transposition of these same 
Directives, especially where the rights of homosexuals are concerned, and that, in the 
latter country, transposition is still incomplete. 

Clearly, national responses to transposition requirements vary substantially and so, 
therefore, does the effect of such transpositions on national regulations. As a result, 
national social standards are in some cases raised while in others they are hardly 
affected or show a decline. Though more research is needed to obtain a more systematic 
view of this issue, it is already clear that the transposition of EU Directives does not 
always or necessarily lead to positive social effects.  
 

Implementation 

As explained above, the fact that a Directive has been transposed does not necessarily 
mean that the regulations in question are effectively implemented and enforced at the 
national level. If domestic legislation is not properly respected and applied, the social 
Directives, transmuted through these national regulations, may not have the intended 
positive effects on actual social standards. There is indeed little doubt that most new 
member states face serious implementation and enforcement deficits, attributable to a 
number of interrelated factors. One such factor is the relatively large size of the 
informal sector in which economic and labour operations are not necessarily subservient 
to domestic legislation. Schneider (2003) estimates that, on average, close to 30 percent 
of GDP is generated in the shadow economy in Central and Eastern Europe, meaning 
that an important part of these economies and their labour markets are not, or not 
totally, governed by the constellation of formal institutions.  

Another factor is the weakness of trade unions, which suffer from low membership in 
all new member states, and the low coverage of collective agreements. In both respects, 
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the new member states are among the worst performers (Slovenia being an exception on 
both counts). Hence collective interest representation and the defence of workers’ rights 
are limited and often ineffectual, allowing employers to circumvent the law. In addition, 
implementation and enforcement are also negatively affected by under-resourced court 
systems and lengthy court procedures, as well as by ineffective labour inspectorates 
(Falkner and Treib 2007).   

 

4.2 The soft social acquis 

Concerns similar to those relating to the effects of the hard social acquis can be raised 
in connection with the soft acquis, i.e. the various OMCs and the soft requirements in 
terms of social dialogue. By its very nature the soft acquis consists of instruments that 
aim to influence national regulations and practices in a more indirect way than the hard 
acquis, emphasising agenda-setting, learning and policy transfer. Even so, for the EU, 
the soft acquis is of fundamental importance in achieving its social goals. 

 

The OMCs 

Where the OMCs are concerned, the two most relevant examples here are the European 
Employment Strategy (EES) and the social inclusion OMC. The EES is regarded as part 
of the soft acquis insofar as it does not aim to impose specific regulations at national 
level; it is not entirely soft, however, in that participation by prospective member states 
in EES processes is actually compulsory. The EES is based on the OMC procedure and 
comprises ‘… a voluntary adaptation of national policies by involvement in a multi-
level process of benchmarking, multilateral surveillance, peer review, exchanges of 
information, cooperation and consultation (Schüttpelz 2004: 2).’ Detailed policy 
decisions are left to national authorities, so that what is promoted by the EES tends to 
be a cognitive model that aims to alter the beliefs and expectations of national actors 
(ibid.). Rather than constituting a comprehensive full-employment strategy, the EES 
emphasises supply-side problems on the labour market, its aim being to increase the 
flexibility, employability and activation of the labour force in the light of the claim that 
labour market problems originate largely in the individual characteristics of the 
unemployed or inactive (Watt 2004).  

For the NMS, preparation for EU accession included incorporation into the EES 
processes. The then candidate countries started to ‘shadow’ the EES largely as of 1999. 
Together with the European Commission, they started to draw up their first joint 
assessment papers (JAPs) of employment policy priorities, signed in the case of most 
NMS in 2000-2001, and to evaluate their implementation. The JAPs state that they 
contain ‘… an agreed set of employment and labour market objectives necessary to 
advance the country’s labour market transformation, to make progress in adapting the 
employment system so as to be able to implement the European Employment Strategy 
and to prepare for accession to the European Union.’ The JAPs present an analysis of 
labour market problems as well as a long list of – often vaguely formulated – 
commitments and tasks for the future.  

The EES discourse, structure and objectives have been incorporated, to a large extent, 
into the employment policy frameworks of most NMS (Ferge and Juhász 2004; Mailand 
2005; Schüttpelz 2004). For example, the Polish National Strategy of Employment 
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Growth and Human Resource Developments 2000-2006 was modelled on the four 
pillars of the EES (Mailand 2005), while Czech employment policy was also developed 
on the basis of EES principles (Schüttpelz 2004). To some extent, this is attributable to 
the requirement that the NMS take part in the EES, but it was also in their own interest 
to adopt the EES discourse since funding criteria for the European Social Funds were 
aligned on the EES priorities. Hence, through the EES and the European Social Fund 
requirements, the EU exerts a clear influence on the new members in terms of agenda-
setting, transfer of discourse and the imposition of a framework for national 
employment policy.  

What is less clear, however, is the extent to which the EES has influenced the content of 
employment policy. Because of the relatively recent incorporation of the NMS into the 
EES process, the impact of this process on actual policy is not currently easy to assess. 
Mailand (2005) suggests that, in Poland, the impact of the EES on policy content is 
much more limited than its influence on the way policy is framed and structured. 
Schüttpelz (2004), meanwhile, argues that, as in the EU15, there is a gap between 
strategic orientations and implementation. Ferge and Juhász (2004: 242), for their part, 
show that, although successive Hungarian governments have followed the EES 
discourse on the importance of giving precedence to active rather than passive labour 
market policies, the funds spent on active measures are actually quite limited. In 
Estonia, expenditure on labour market policies was increased after 2004, thanks to 
involvement of the European Social Fund, and grew by 54.8 percent in 2005, compared 
to 2004 (Helemäe and Saar forthcoming). In spite of this increase, the proportion of 
GDP devoted to labour market policies, including EU funds, amounted to a mere 0.15 
percent, which is extremely low compared to the average of 2.33 percent for the EU15. 

This latter point can be generalised to apply to most of the new member states. 
Although all NMS, in the context of their participation in the EES, acknowledge the 
crucial importance of labour market policies, expenditure on such policies, as a 
percentage of GDP, remains very low and far below the average for the EU15 (with the 
exception of Slovenia). Nor is there any structural upward trend (Keune 2006a).  

In the short term, therefore, participation of the NMS in the EES would seem to have 
had more impact on discourse than on policy. Of course, in the longer term, 
participation in the EES may actually change NMS policy-makers’ ideas about what 
constitutes good policy, which could in turn lead to changes at the level of policy 
content. Experience from the EU15 shows, however, that this is not invariably the case. 

Turning now to the OMC on social inclusion, here too the EU has played an important 
role in agenda-setting and in the transfer of discourse and processes. As stated in an 
evaluation by the European Anti-Poverty network, this OMC “… permitted also to 
introduce this crucial issue in the new Member States which has allowed for the first 
time a full picture of the reality of poverty and exclusion in the new member states. The 
OMC has been essential for giving a visibility to the issue of poverty and social 
exclusion within EU debates and developments and for ensuring that there is an 
understanding of the multi dimensional nature of poverty and not just a focus on 
employment as the answer to the problem of poverty and social exclusion (EAPN 
2005).” 

Doubts remain, however, concerning the actual impacts at national level. First, and most 
importantly, the expenditure on social protection as a percentage of GDP has been, and 
remains, low in the new member states in comparison with the EU15: the Baltic States 
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are the lowest spenders in Europe – below 50 percent of the EU average – but Slovakia, 
Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland are also among the lowest spenders in the EU 
(Keune 2006a). Here, as in the case of labour market policies, the sole exception is 
Slovenia where social expenditure is below but close to the EU average.4 No positive 
effect on this low level of expenditure has been recorded as a result of participation in 
the accession process, the first years of membership, or the high economic growth rates 
experienced by the new members since 2000.  

In the context of their participation in this OMC, the NMS were required to draw up 
action plans to identify the key problems and policy measures to combat poverty and 
social exclusion. These plans have not, however, always resulted in clear commitments, 
detailed policy programmes or allocation of the necessary financial resources, as can be 
illustrated by the example of the Czech Republic. In a discussion of the elaboration and 
implementation of the Czech National Action Plan on Social Inclusion, Potůček (2007) 
shows that the document sums up a range of policies, action plans, strategies, 
programmes and governmental decrees of relevance to social inclusion. Yet he argues 
that the ‘… soft spot of the document is the lack of explicit goals, a poorly defined 
responsibility for implementation, and missing links to the budgetary process (Potůček 
2007: 24).’ Hence, without clear goals and allocation of resources, the Action Plan is 
unlikely to have much tangible impact on social policy. What is more, although the 
Czech Republic encountered no significant difficulties in participating in the OMC 
process as such, the likelihood of any real outcome is made even more remote by the 
presence of serious weaknesses in the Czech public administration’s capacities to 
develop and implement strategies in this area – weaknesses which include, in addition 
to those mentioned above, a lack of programme evaluation, poor inter-sectoral 
coordination, and limited training of civil servants (Potůček 2007).  

 

Social dialogue 

In the other major element of the soft social acquis, i.e. social dialogue and industrial 
relations, impacts also seem to be limited. From the very start of the accession process 
the EU has underlined the need for candidates to strengthen social dialogue and 
improve the capacities of the social partners. In the regular reports drawn up to evaluate 
candidates’ progress, the Commission repeatedly criticised a number of the 
governments of the then candidates for not doing enough to stimulate social dialogue, 
and demanded additional efforts in this respect. Concerning Hungary, for example, the 
Commission regularly stated that it judged the state of social dialogue to be insufficient: 
at decentralized level such dialogue was largely absent; there was a need for sectoral-
level bargaining; and the government should take steps to ensure that the social partners 
would be prepared to participate in the European Social Dialogue (Keune 2006b). 
Though the Commission also continuously emphasised that the government should 
make additional efforts to ensure that real dialogue would take place and would be 
followed up in the appropriate manner, its criticism had little direct consequence – apart 
from the ‘naming and shaming’ aspect – insofar as no sanctions were attached.   

 
4 In both cases this is a reflection of the coordinated character of the Slovenian model of capitalism 

(Feldmann 2006) rather than of participation in European processes. 
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Apart from ‘naming and shaming’, the main EU instruments designed to foster the 
strengthening of social dialogue in the new member states have been these states’ 
participation in inter-sectoral and sectoral European social dialogue, the participation of 
social partners in preparing the National Action Plans (NAPs) required under the EES 
processes, and the promotion of social pacts in the process of convergence with a view 
to monetary union (Meardi 2007).  

Evaluating these instruments, Meardi (2007) argues that there would seem to be no 
meaningful social partner inputs in the NAPs for the EES; nor can such input be 
observed in the national strategies for entry into the European Monetary Union. The 
participation of social partners in inter-sectoral and sectoral European social dialogue 
appears to be the only development that may have had substantial effects in promoting 
social partners’ capacities, especially at the sector level (ibid.). All in all, however, the 
EU’s discourse on the importance of social dialogue and its critique of the actual 
situation in the new member states have not been matched by correspondingly 
meaningful sanctions or forms of support likely to result in clear positive impact on the 
state of social dialogue.  

Nor indeed can any strengthening of social dialogue be observed: social partners in 
most new members are relatively weak; they suffer from low and declining 
membership, and exercise only limited influence on government policy. The coverage 
of collective bargaining is also low and collective agreements are mostly concluded at 
decentralised level, with the sectoral level remaining largely absent. Once again 
Slovenia constitutes an exception here, and once again this fact has no apparent 
connection with EU policies and processes.  

The soft elements of the acquis seem to have been successful in terms of agenda-setting 
on the issues of employment, social inclusion and social dialogue. While this is an 
achievement that should not be underestimated, serious doubts can nonetheless be 
expressed as to the extent to which policy has been substantially influenced or the 
requisite resources have been assigned to these important areas. This in turn raises 
questions as to the overall effectiveness of the soft acquis in achieving its objectives in 
the new member states. 

 

5. The social impact of the economic acquis 
A final issue to consider here relates to the (potential) social effects of other elements of 
the membership obligations that do not directly concern employment or social policies. 
This applies especially to the economic acquis which, as mentioned earlier, is much 
more extensive, detailed and binding than the social acquis. For the present paper two 
dimensions of the economic acquis are of primary importance.  

The first concerns the overall importance attached to the development of the Internal 
Market through the liberalisation and deregulation of the national economies, the ‘four 
freedoms’ (free movement of capital, goods, services and people) and the fostering of 
competition. The advancement of this type of economic integration has led to pressure 
on wages and working conditions in Europe (see the contributions in Galgoczi et al. 
2006; Keune, 2006c; Bohle forthcoming). On the one hand, this pressure derives from 
the strengthened exit options available to capital, in particular multinational companies, 
through relocation. By threatening to relocate their activities, companies increasingly 
and successfully demand concessions from workers in terms of wage moderation, 
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increased flexibility and extension of working time, in exchange for job security. This 
kind of scenario is not restricted to the western European countries but increasingly 
affects the new members too as multinationals threaten to move their activities even 
further east. Increased economic integration thus, in such cases, weakens the bargaining 
strength of workers, leads to downward pressures on wages and working conditions, 
and makes it more difficult for workers to share the benefits of economic growth. 

This pressure is further strengthened by the fact that the EU’s economic model fosters 
regime competition, i.e. competition between countries and regions for investment. A 
major element of this regime competition is a drive to offer investors a more 
deregulated labour market with a cheaper and more flexible labour force. Indeed, many 
governments have attempted to liberalise labour regulations to this end, in particular in 
the larger new member states which are in fierce competition with each other (Bohle 
forthcoming).  

The second highly relevant dimension of the economic acquis is European Monetary 
Union (EMU). All new EU members are required to enter EMU at some point, even 
though no specific entry date has been set, and recently Slovenia was the first NMS 
effectively to join. Preparation for and participation in EMU is a serious challenge for 
the new members and is having, or is expected to have, a profound impact on their 
policies, politics and public institutions (Dyson 2006). Two of these effects are of 
particular interest for the present paper. 

One is that entry into EMU means that the individual countries lose certain instruments 
for adjustment to economic imbalances and shocks, in particular the exchange rate and 
the interest rate. As such, they will have to rely more on other available adjustment 
mechanisms in case of asymmetric shocks, in particular wage flexibility, labour market 
mobility and/or fiscal policy (Dyson 2006: 20). Insofar as this means pressure for 
greater flexibility in collective bargaining and in the labour market, it poses an obvious 
challenge to social solidarity (ibid.), the likely effect being that the weaker groups on 
the labour market will see their relative position worsen, with the ensuing risk of 
increased working poverty and social polarisation.  

The other effect is that EMU entry implies strict inflation, public expenditure and public 
debt criteria. The inflation criterion as such adds to the above-mentioned pressure for 
wage moderation, which is further increased, where the public sector is concerned, by 
the deficit and debt criteria. In addition, as shown by Rhodes and Keune (2006), the 
EMU criteria put pressure on public expenditure in general and social expenditure in 
particular. Hence, decreasing social expenditure and a subsequent increase in poverty 
and inequality are some of the possible effects of preparation for and entry into EMU. 
This applies particularly to the new members that suffer from the combination of high 
budget deficits and/or high public debt with high social risks, i.e. Poland, Slovakia and 
Hungary. It comes as no surprise that these countries have recently begun to delay their 
planned entry into EMU because of opposition from certain sections of the population 
to the austerity programmes required to meet EMU criteria.  

The new members without serious problems in terms of deficits and debt, i.e. the Baltic 
countries, face less pressure of this kind. However, considering that today their levels of 
social expenditure are very low and their levels of inequality and poverty are among the 
worst in Europe, EMU entry may well foreclose the future option of increasing welfare 
spending and improving these countries’ social situation in this way.  
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6. Conclusions 
The EU claims it wants to play a role in advancing social standards in today’s world and 
in providing a social dimension to globalisation. But to what extent does it really do so? 
In this paper this question has been considered in the context of the EU’s largest ever 
round of enlargement in 2004, aiming to clarify to what extent the EU has exported a 
‘social model’ to the countries concerned and whether this has positively affected social 
standards in the new members. A number of conclusions can be drawn from the above 
analysis.  

First, in line with Scharpf’s argument on the asymmetry between negative and positive 
integration (Scharpf 1998, 2002), it was argued that the European project in general, 
and enlargement in particular, are dominated by the concern to achieve profound 
economic integration, and that social integration has meanwhile been piecemeal. Social 
regulations are largely a national affair and European social regulations are fragmentary 
and largely complementary to national regulations – they certainly do not add up to 
anything approaching a ‘social model’. Since the accession process was based largely 
on the transposition and implementation of the acquis communautaire, the weight of 
social issues in this process has, from the outset, been limited.  

Secondly, it was argued that the available evidence suggests that, as in the EU15 
(Falkner et al. 2005; Martinsen 2005), the impact of EU-level social regulations and 
processes on national regulations and practices is subject to a series of implementation 
failures and is mediated by the particular responses of domestic actors to the accession 
requirements. Indeed, where the hard acquis is concerned, EU regulations have proved 
themselves open to domestic interpretation and have sometimes become sites for 
domestic struggle between actors with differing ideas or opposing interests. What is 
more, while transposition of the social acquis has in some cases led to a raising of 
standards, in others standards have declined or remained unaffected because of ‘pro 
forma’ transpositions. In addition, although domestic actors have participated in the 
processes stemming from the soft acquis, and have in many cases adopted the 
corresponding EU discourse, they have often not translated this into domestic policy 
changes. Such national responses are possible because of the very nature of the hard and 
soft social acquis as well as of the absence of effective monitoring and sanctioning 
mechanisms. Accordingly, national actors may be in a position to seriously limit the 
impact of the social acquis in their domestic context.  

This impact is further restricted by the fact that in the new member states the informal 
sector is relatively large. National regulations are not properly respected in this sector of 
the economy, thereby further limiting any potential impact of EU regulations. 

Finally, it was shown that the adoption of other elements of the acquis communautaire, 
in particular the requirements related to the Internal Market and to EMU, have led, or 
are likely to lead in the near future, to serious negative social effects in the new 
members. These include pressure for wage moderation and further flexibilisation of the 
labour market, a weakening of the bargaining position of workers and pressure on social 
expenditure.  

These effects, combined with the limited weight of the social acquis and its 
implementation problems, suggest that the requirements stemming from EU 
membership, rather than improving social standards in the new member states, are 
likely to exert downward pressure on these standards. And there is no sign that this has 
been different in the recent enlargement round including Romania and Bulgaria or that 
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this will be different in future rounds. Indeed, in the context of enlargement the EU 
emerges as a weak transnational actor in the social field; one with a mixed record where 
the export of social standards is concerned, and whose main emphasis remains 
consistently set on economic integration to be achieved by liberalisation, deregulation 
and competition.   

This suggests that the EU is in dire need of a strengthening of its social dimension, if it 
indeed wants to fulfil its normative role of a promoter of high social standards, both 
within and outside the EU. This could also help avoiding further alienation by the 
public from the project of European integration, demonstrated for example by the 
French and Dutch rejection of the Constitution. To this end, the European Social Model, 
more than words should be given substance, through more attention to the social defects 
of economic integration, through European level social regulations and policies that 
truly promote social progress and through effective implementation of such regulations 
and policies at the national level. 
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