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Social investment as an EU social policy 
paradigm

‘Social Investment Package’ 

• Launched in 2013 by Commissioner L. Andor 
with ambition to be the new EU ‘social policy 
framework’

• Meant to be a policy infrastructure to manage 
the various elements of public policy, from 
identifying problems over agenda-setting to 
implementation



Ambition reflected in 2013 Commission Staff 
working Document  
• « Long-term care in ageing societies -

Challenges and policy options” 
• Part of the (SIP) Package
• Favours social investment approach to social protection which 

decreases the need for long- term care 
• Focus on prevention, rehabilitation, productivity and capacity 

gains from innovation (e.g. use of ICT) and quality assurance
- SI called for to develop new ways of closing the gap between 

long-term care needs and provision. 
- Social investment in support for carers: skills, technology etc.

I. SI as an EU social policy paradigm?



Ø Smart framing of nexus “social investment & LTC”

§ Reference to SI indeed quite obvious in analysis of care 

for children and leave schemes for parents

§ A “business case” for investing in children (later economic 

productivity); SIP ‘ for Growth and Cohesion’ 

§ Far less obvious regarding LTC for the frail and elderly: 

main objective is the well-being of the (very) old & frail

§ Long stretch from the idea of social investment (let alone a business 

case)

§ However, new policies marked a turning point recently:

§ Increasing active ageing, increasing healthy life as long as possible, 

prevention and rehabilitation

§ Concept of social investment in the field of LTC highlights 

key objectives and promotes specific social policies: 

§ (a) prevention from disabilities and rehabilitation and (b) 

improvements in the quality of care staff (Bouget et al. 2015) 

I. SI as an EU social policy paradigm?



I. Social investment as an EU social policy 
paradigm?

‘Social Investment’ never really became a 
policy framework

- It was immediately embraced by the academic 
community and social stakeholders… but not 
by national policymakers

- Its ambitions not shared by the then COM 
President Barosso?

- New Juncker Commission barely used concept 
for several years (e.g. European Semester) 



- This does not mean that Social Investment 
has “disappeared” from the EU discourse:
- Proposed Multiannual Financial Framework for 

2021-2027
- Proposal for the European Social Fund Plus 

(ESF+)
- Some (indirect) references in the Country-

Specific Recommendations and the AGS (’16-
’17-18’)

- Most importantly, its key ideas appear in the 
European Pillar of Social Rights, incl. as 
regards LTC

I. SI as an EU social policy paradigm?



European Pillar of Social Rights & LTC
Principle 18 on long-term care (LTC):
– ‘Everyone has the right to affordable long-term care services of good 

quality, in particular home-care and community-based services’

– But also (indirectly) Principle 9 on work-life balance; Principle 2 on 
gender equality; Principle 3 on equal opportunities; Principle 15 on 
old age income and pensions; Principle 12 on social protection…

Key question:
How to reconcile the financial sustainability 
challenge with challenges relating to access, 
adequacy, employment and quality?

I. SI as an EU social policy paradigm?



I. SI as an EU social policy paradigm?

Ø The European Social Policy Network (ESPN) Synthesis 
Report on  ‘Challenges in long-term care in Europe’
§ Spasova, S., Baeten, R., Coster, S., Ghailani, D., Peña-Casas, R. 

and Vanhercke, B. (2018)
§ In support of European Commission (DG EMPL) analysis 

§ Based on 35 Thematic reports on the ‘Challenges in 
long-term care in Europe’ 

§ 28 Member States and  7 non-EU countries 
(CH, IS, LI, MK, NO, RS, TR)

Ø Focus is on LTC for the elderly

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1135&langId=en


II. Main LTC challenges in national systems

1. The challenges of access and adequacy 

2. The quality challenge

3. The employment challenge

4. The sustainability challenge



1. The challenges of access and adequacy 
Ø Interinstitutional and territorial fragmentation

§ Division of responsibilities between the healthcare and 
social sectors

§ Territorial division of powers
Ø Access to LTC: deinstitutionalisation

§ Prioritisation of home-based care
ü Main discourse at national and EU level. 

§ Substantial differences between European countries
ü Nordic countries & some Continental countries w. long tradition of 

residential care reducing residential beds over past 10 years
><

ü Southern and Central and Eastern European countries 
no such tradition trend towards creating beds

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



Beds in residential LTC facilities (65+, per 1000 population) 
2005, 2010, 2015

Source: OECD



Ø Nordic countries: the number of residential beds for persons 
aged 65+ has steadily diminished since 2005 (DK, NO, SE), 
becoming a common trend after 2010 (FI, IS, NO, SE)

§ Still among the highest percentages of LTC recipients in 
residential facilities.

§ Home and community-based services most developed in 
all the Nordic countries (DK, IS, FI, NO, SE)

§ Social investment in rehabilitation (e.g. DK)

Ø Continental Europe: less pronounced trends. Slight decrease 
followed by slight decrease. Luxembourg an exception (doubled 
the number of beds since 2001).

§ Well developed home and community-based services

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



Ø Southern Europe : a clear a trend towards an increase in 
residential beds (e.g. ES, IT, PT) 
§ Insufficient availability of home-based services

Ø Central and Eastern European countries: steady creation of 
institutional places. However, situation less clear-cut:

§ Slight decrease in the number of residential beds since the 2000s but 
depending on the sector (e.g. CZ, LV, PL)

§ Steady increase in the number of residential homes
(e.g. BG, EE, LT, RO)

§ Under-development of home-based services
Ø Eastern European and Southern countries similar challenge: 

demand exceeding supply
§ Changes in family structure
§ Increase in the pensionable age (esp. for women)
§ Emigration (young and middle-aged people)

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



Ø The unknown factor: adequacy of LTC
§ How to measure sufficiency and affordability?

Country- specific examples

ü In Germany, the purchasing power of benefits has decreased 
considerably. In 2014, the private costs of LTC amounted to 
36.6% of the total expenditure on LTC

ü In the Czech Republic, the monthly care allowance for heavy 
dependency would cover only approximately 2.5 hours of care 
per day

§ Private expenditure on LTC (Highest in UK, CH, DE, IE; Lowest in 

SK, FR, CZ)

§ Marketisation and privatisation of LTC ((e.g. BE, DE, FI, LT, UK)

§ Examples of social investment to improve access and 

affordability

ü Estonia: use of the European social fund to improve access to 
home LTC services

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



2. The quality challenge
Ø Many efforts to improve the quality of care —

accreditation systems and the constant refinement of 
standards — however the quality of LTC still remains a 
problematic issue in most EU countries

Ø Requirements vary substantially according to:
§ The type of care: residential care or home care (mostly 

unregulated). 

§ Sectors: the social and healthcare sectors. In some 
countries, the health sector has clear and well-established 
standards (e.g.PT, SI), in comparison with the social sector

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



3. The employment challenge
Ø A high incidence of informal care in most of the countries: mainly 

spouses and children of the care-dependent person. In most cases: 
women

Ø Family responsibilities for children and parents are enshrined in law 
(e.g. HU, LV, LT)
Ò LTC as an ‘invisible social welfare scheme’: LTC as a family 

obligation, fulfilled mostly by women, generally without any direct 
compensation (Bouget et al. 2017)

Ø Reasons:
§ Shortage of accessible formal LTC facilities 

§ Poor quality of LTC (e.g. IT, MK, UK)

§ Non-affordability of LTC (e.g. IT, MK)

§ Traditional model of intergenerational and family relations.
(e.g. BG, CY, EL ES, LT, LV, MT, PL, PT)

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



Percentage of inactive men and women (50-64) not working on the grounds 
that they are looking after children or incapacitated adults

(2016)

Source: Eurostat



Ø Great variation in support for the carer provided by 
public policies
§ Care leave, Cash benefits, Social insurance coverage, Flexible 

working arrangements
ü Lack of adequacy of provisions according to the needs
ü Lack of awareness: low take- up 

§ Services for carers: training, psychological support, respite care 
ü rarely available to carers for the elderly

Ø Investment in carers
ü Poland, benefits to support the labour market re-integration of 

carers, using subsidised employment measures.
ü Portugal and France:  various support measures for informal carers 

(respite care, training) over the past 5 years

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



4. The Sustainability challenge
§ Public expenditure on LTC is projected to increase, by 70% 
(1.6% to 2.7% of GDP) between 2016 and 2070
§ Diversity in spending

ü Nordic and Continental countries are among the leaders in 
expenditure in LTC (e.g. SE 2.90%, NL 2.62%, BE 2.55%, DK 
2.53%)

ü Central and Eastern European countries score the lowest 
values at around 0.3% (e.g. BG 0.01%)

§ Common challenges
ü fragmentation of care: lack of coordination between health and 

social entities

ü the lack of clear financial strategies of the territorial entities 
responsible for LTC : unpredictability of LTC spending.

II. Main LTC challenges in national systems



§ LTC provisions subject to several reforms in most of the 35 ESPN 
countries over the past 10 years (2008-2018)

§ Three main trends with regard to different aspects of LTC care:
Readjustment of the LTC policy mix
ü Moving away from residential care towards home care and community-care 

(e.g. AT, BG, DE, DK, EE, FR, FI, IS, MT, NO, SI)

Measures addressing financial sustainability
ü Budgetary restrictions: crisis period (e.g. DK, ES, PT, IE, UK)

Better access and affordability of provision, including improvements to 
the status of informal carers
ü Increased LTC funding (e.g. EE, RO)
ü Improving eligibility conditions and benefit levels (e.g. AT, DE, IT, MT)
ü Tackling interinstitutional & territorial LTC fragmentation (e.g. AT, DE, FI, PL, 

RO, SE)
ü Recognising & improving the status of informal carers (e.g. AT, FR, CZ, PT, PL)

III. Some insights into national reforms and 
debates



1. Recommendations to countries
Ø Development of formal home care and community-

based care
§ The development of home care and semi-residential services should be a 

priority in all countries. Need for appropriate funding in order to ensure 
accessibility and affordability of provisions.

§ While prioritising home care over residential care, countries should avoid 
policies which reduce the supply of residential institutions without providing 
sufficient home-based services. 

Ø Informal carers
Stronger support for informal carers should include:
§ Improved social (security) rights for informal carers 
§ Providing adequate training, upskilling and recognition of skills
§ Enhanced possibilities to remain in the labour market (e.g. part-time carers’ 

allowances, flexible arrangements) and to return to it later

IV. Policy recommendations



2. Recommendations to the EU
Ø In implementing Principle 18 of the European Pillar of Social 

Rights on LTC, the EU should pay attention to all strands of 
LTC and ensure a balanced approach between the various 
strands (home-care, community, residential care) that reflects 
the different needs of dependent elderly people

Ø The use of EU funding (notably the ESF) should be promoted 
to develop home care, assist in the improvement of skills and 
support for informal carers, especially in countries with the 
least developed LTC systems

IV. Policy recommendations



Ø Spasova, S., Baeten, R., Coster, S., Ghailani, D., Peña-Casas, R. and 
Vanhercke, B. (2018). Challenges in long-term care in Europe. A study of 
national policies, European Social Policy Network (ESPN), Brussels: European 
Commission reports (available soon on the ESPN website). The 35 ESPN 
Thematic reports on Challenges in LTC (available soon the ESPN website)

Ø Bouget, D., Spasova, S. and Vanhercke, B. (2016), Work-life balance 
measures for persons of working age with dependent relatives in Europe. A 
study of national policies, European Social Protection Network (ESPN), 
Brussels: European Commission Synthesis report. The 35 ESPN Thematic 
Reports on work-life balance measures for persons of working age with 
dependent relatives in Europe

Ø Bouget D., Saraceno C. and Spasova S. (2017), ‘Towards new work-life 
balance policies for those caring for dependent relatives?’, in Vanhercke B., 
Sebastiano S. and Bouget D. (eds.), Social Policy in the European Union:
State of Play 2017, Brussels: European Trade Union Institute and European 
Social Observatory, pp. 155-179

Ø Ghailani, D., ‘Brief overview of measures related to work-life balance in the 
European Union’ Download

Read more

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1135&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1135&langId=en
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/emplcms/social/BlobServlet?docId=15848&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/keyDocuments.jsp?pager.offset=0&langId=en&mode=advancedSubmit&year=0&country=0&type=0&advSearchKey=ESPNwlb
https://www.etui.org/Events/Monthly-forum-Is-the-European-Union-ready-to-commit-on-work-life-balance


THANK YOU!

Feedback most welcome now or to:

spasova@ose.be

vanhercke@ose.be
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