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“In order to fight social exclusion effectively, we need to measure it accurately”
(Frank Vandenbroucke, 2002)!
“The failure to take effective action cannot be attributed to a lack of information. (...) the
data are greatly improved and - when responsibly interpreted — fit for purpose”
(Anthony B. Atkinson, 2019)?
1. INTRODUCTION

Older colleagues will remember that in a not too distant past there were no official
social indicators and no data to construct them, while for many younger colleagues
social indicators seem well established. This contribution joins others in celebrating
the career of Peter Lelie, a career during which this remarkable evolution took place
and to which he contributed, at the EU level, especially via his involvement in the
Social Protection Committee and its Indicator Subgroup, but also via introducing
social indicators in the policy process at the national level.

I take the opportunity of this festschrift’ to describe the evolution of about two
and half decades in the hope that this will be useful for our younger colleagues to
understand better current discussions, in which often older issues echo.

Discussions on indicators are often political, about control over the political narrative.
They also are the basis for ‘good’ policy, policy aimed at the common good. Used
well in an international context they allow learning from each other. Identifying
good practices and learning from each other was an aspect of the use of indicators
in the EU governance process to which Peter was especially drawn to. Both as a
seconded national expert in the European Commission, where he was involved in
the organization of peer reviews and as a member of the Social Protection Committee
and its Indicator Subgroup he was genuinely committed to this aspect of ‘learning’ to
develop better social policies. I guess this also played an important role in the Social
Protection Committee appointing him as its Chair.

(1) Foreword in Atkinson, T., Cantillon, B., Marlier, E., Nolan, B. Social Indicators. The EU and Social
Inclusion, OUP, 2002

(2) Anthony B. Atkinson, Measuring Poverty around the world. Princeton University Press, 2019
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In this contribution I will document the development of social monitoring in broad
strokes and in four distinct periods, pre-2000, 2000-2010, 2010-2020 and post
2020. This mapping of developments largely coincides with the subsequent strategic
medium-term planning periods in EU-Governance.

BEFORE 2000: ACADEMIC AND INITIAL EU DEVELOPMENTS

38|

The need for social monitoring originated from concerns with social phenomena
like poverty and inequality. These were blind spots in the evidence base for policy
(and science), which was largely based on macro-economic and National Accounts
data. After pioneering initiatives to measure poverty, especially in the US and the
UK, a start to fill these gaps in a more systematic way happened in the second part
of the 20" century in the context of the so called social indicators movement. This
movement to be situated in the 1960s and 1970s, consisting of academics and
government agencies, broadly aimed at developing monitoring tools complementary
to economic monitoring.

With the need for social indicators came also the need for micro-data. To measure
poverty, inequality or the impact of social transfers on living conditions, detailed
data on incomes and living conditions at the level of the individual person and the
household are required. In Belgium, the first large scale household survey was held in
1976 in Flanders by the research Centre for Social Policy of the University of Antwerp.
Follow-up surveys, extended to the whole of Belgium, were held during the 1980s and
1990s. These data allowed the construction of indicators on poverty, inequality and
the adequacy of social allowances. Similar data collections were held in a number of
other countries.

From the 1980s international initiatives started to emerge, aimed at collecting and
organizing data to allow for international comparisons. In 1983 the Luxemburg
Income Study (LIS) started, collecting data-sets from different countries. Also in the
1980s the European Commission launched the first poverty programs which consisted
of relatively small scale projects, but also comparative research which resulted in the
first comparative results on poverty in the EU. In the early 1990s Eurostat launched
the first coordinated data-collection on income and living conditions, the European
Community Household Panel (ECHP). For some countries, like Belgium, the ECHP
integrated already existing surveys, while for others a new survey was launched. The
ECHP was an input harmonized survey, meaning that the variables were pre-defined
and had to be integrated in the questionnaire in an harmonized way. As it appeared
this approach wasn’t optimal, especially for the income variables, due to the diversity
of social security and other institutional arrangements. Although the ECHP was not
linked to any governance process, it allowed for the first time an annual monitoring of
a number of social indicators for 14 (incl. UK) Member States.
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3. THE LISBON STRATEGY (2000-2010): EU-SILC DATA AND LAEKEN INDICATORS FOR A SOCIAL
OPEN METHOD OF COORDINATION
3.1. AGREEING ON SOCIAL INDICATORS

The situation changed drastically as from 2000, with the Lisbon Summit, launching
the Lisbon Strategy for the period up to 2010. At the extraordinary meeting of
the European Council of 23 and 24 March 2000 in Lisbon, the heads of state and
government of the 15 countries of the EU defined a new strategic objective in order
to strengthen employment, economic reform and social cohesion. The Council
identified the challenge that “7he European Union is confronted with a quantum shift
resulting from globalisation and the challenges of a new knowledge-driven economy. These
changes are affecting every aspect of peoples lives and require a radical transformation of
the European economy.” and formulated the ambition ‘to become the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth
with more and better jobs and greater social cobesion”.

It was for the first time that the social dimension was formulated as part of overall EU
Governance. It should however be noted that work on social aspects remained under
the remit of the principle of subsidiarity. Therefore, to discuss and coordinate social
policies, a specific method was agreed: the open method of coordination (OMC). This
method was applied first for the domain of social inclusion and shortly afterwards for
pensions and health and long-term care and these three OMCs were then joined in
one OMC Social Protection and Social Inclusion.

The OMC can be described as a method of intergovernmental governance without
binding character. It consists of following ingredients:

* The formulation of Common objectives

* Monitoring on the basis of indicators

* Mutual learning and peer pressure

= Dolicy guidelines

= National reporting (national action plans)

This policy and political context set the stage for a quantum shift regarding social
monitoring. Because, to have a basis for mutual learning and to assess progress towards
common objectives indicators and data are needed. It is noteworthy that Belgium, in
the run-up and during its 2001 Presidency of Council of the European Union, played
a pivotal role in these developments. At the Nice European Council in December
2000, Heads of State and Government reconfirmed and implemented their March
2000 (Lisbon) decision that the fight against poverty and social exclusion would be
best achieved by means of the open method of co-ordination. Key elements of this
approach are the definition of commonly-agreed objectives for the European Union
(EU) as a whole, the development of appropriate national action plans to meet these
objectives, and the periodic reporting and monitoring of progress made.

To organize the work on the OMC, a new platform was created: the Social Protection
Committee (SPC). The SPC was created through a Council Decision in 2000

(3) See Van Hercke (2020) for a more detailed discussion of the OMC
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(Council of the European Union 2000). The SPC built on the working methods of the
Employment Committee, including the fact that civil servants report directly to the
competent ministers (input from the SPC going to Council, without going through
COREPER)*. To support its analytical and technical work on indicators, the SPC
created a permanent Indicator Subgroup (ISG), consisting of national experts. It was
in the SPC and its ISG that a list of indicators was prepared and initially agreed.

Preparatory technical, as well as political, discussions, were intense. There was of
course political resistance against the introduction of social indicators, which would
enhance the visibility of the social domain and the different performance levels of
Member States. The discussion also raised questions on subsidiarity. There were also
fierce discussions on methodological issues, partly caused by the complex nature of
social phenomena like poverty and social exclusion, also partly mixed with political
concerns on how these phenomena would be measured and monitored. Much of the
discussion focused on the key headline ‘at-risk-of-poverty (AROP)’ indicator, as much
of the visibility of the monitoring would be focused on this indicator’.

The AROP was the indicator with the longest tradition in academic research. It had
also already been quite extensively used in comparative studies, namely based on the
Luxemburg Income Study, e.g. by the OECD. Its strengths and weaknesses were well
known. It met to a large extent the quality criteria for the use social indicators in the EU
governance process put forward by Atkinson et. al. (see below) and, importantly, it was
in line with the European Council’s, relative, definition of poverty® . Its main weakness
is in fact linked to its, quite unavoidable, relative nature, which makes its results in
some cases not easy to interpret. One issue that appeared problematic was that some
countries with low AROP-rates had in fact also low living standards compared to other
EU countries. As there appeared to be a need to have also an indicator on the absolute
living standards in a country it was agreed that the AROP should be interpreted
jointly with the AROP-threshold, which would indicate differences in living standards
between countries. Furthermore, the need for a more direct measurement of living
conditions on the basis of a material deprivation indicator was also put forward (see

below).

To meet the concerns regarding possible infringements on subsidiarity, it was agreed to
focus on outcome indicators. Hence, the assessment of Member States’ performance
would be on the results of their policies, while leaving them the freedom of choosing
the appropriate policies to evolve towards the common objectives.

(4) Later, in the context of the Lisbon Treaty, the SPC became a Treaty-based Committee (Article 160 of the
Treaty on the Functioning of the EU).

(5) he At-risk-of-poverty rate is defined as the percentage of the population living below the poverty
threshold set as 60% of median (equivalent) disposable houschold income

(6) “The poor shall be taken to mean persons, families, and groups of persons whose resources (material,
cultural, and social) are so limited as to exclude them from the minimum acceptable way of life in the Member
State in which they live.” (Council Decision 85/8/EEC of 19 December 1984 on Specific Community Action
to Combat Poverty)
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To guide discussions, an academic study by the late Tony Atkinson, Bea Cantillon, Eric
Marlier and Brian Nolan, commissioned by the Belgian Presidency, was instrumental
(Atkinson et. al, 2001). As was a high level Presidency conference on September 14-
15, 2001, which brought together all EU experts on social indicators to scientifically
demonstrate that common social inclusion indicators at European level are useful and
may be defined and calculated with precision.

It is in this context that the Lacken European Council in December 2001 endorsed a
first set of 18 common statistical indicators for social inclusion, to allow monitoring
in a comparable way of Member States’ progress towards the agreed EU objectives.
These indicators need to be considered as a consistent whole reflecting a balanced
representation of EU social concerns. They cover four important dimensions of social
inclusion (financial poverty, employment, health and education), which highlight the
“multidimensionality” of the phenomenon of social exclusion’.

It is relevant to note that the OMC-toolkit also included a Joint Social Protection
Report and National action plans on social inclusion (later social protection and social
inclusion). The first was a joint report in which the Commission and the Member
States (via the SPC) reported to the Council of Employment and Social Affairs and
the latter was a document in which Member States reported to the Commission on
their evolution towards the common objectives and the policies put in place. So with
the SPC and these reporting tools the infrastructure was in place to insert the evidence
base in the policy process.

AGREEING ON THE DATA

While discussing a set of social indicators, it became also clear that existing data sources
were not sufficient to calculate quality indicators in a comparable way. So, early 2000
reflections already started on the creation of a common EU data source on income
and living conditions of better quality. Discussions on how to organize this were also
not easy. Key points of discussion surrounding the introduction of EU-SILC include:

Improvement in Data Quality and Coverage

= Replacing ECHP: One of the core discussions was the need to improve on
the ECHP, which had been criticized for several limitations, such as slow data
production and inconsistent methods across member states. EU-SILC was
designed to provide more timely and reliable data.

(7) Following indicators were agreed: Indicator 1a : At-risk-of-poverty rate by age and gender Indicator
1b : At-risk-of-poverty rate by most frequent activity and gender Indicator 1lc : At-risk-of-poverty rate by
household type Indicator 1d : At-risk-of-poverty rate by tenure status Indicator le : At-risk-of-poverty
threshold (illustrative values) Indicator 2 : Inequality of income distribution S80/S20 quintile share ratio
Indicator 3 : At-persistent-risk-of-poverty rate by gender (60% median) Indicator 4 : Relative at-risk-of-
poverty gap Indicator 5 : Regional cohesion (dispersion of regional employment rates) Indicator 6 : Long
term unemployment rate Indicator 7 : Persons living in jobless households Indicator 8 : Early school leavers
not in education or training Indicator 9 : Life expectancy at birth Indicator 10 : Self defined health status
by income level Indicator 11 : Dispersion around the at-risk-of-poverty threshold Indicator 12 : At-risk-of-
poverty rate anchored at a moment in time Indicator 13 : At-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers by
gender Indicator 14 : Inequality of income distribution Gini coefficient Indicator 15 : At-persistent-risk-of-
poverty rate by gender (50% median) Indicator 16 : Long term unemployment share Indicator 17 : Very long
term unemployment rate Indicator 18 : Persons with low educational attainment
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Harmonization of Data: The goal was to harmonize methodologies across all
member states, ensuring comparability of data, while allowing flexibility to
accommodate national-specific conditions. This was crucial because income and
living conditions data were highly variable across different EU countries. A main
weakness of the ECHP was its top-down input harmonization: survey questions
were to a large extent harmonized, but did not fit the diverse national institutional
frameworks, especially regarding the income variables. Hence, for EU-SILC and
output harmonization approach was chosen to allow Member States to adapt
survey questions to their national context, while this information would be
harmonized in common concepts after de data were collected.

Flexibility for Member States

National Adaptation: While comparability was a priority, another discussion
point revolved around the need for flexibility for individual member states.
EU-SILC aimed to introduce a “common framework” but allowed countries to
implement the survey in a way that fit their national data collection practices (e.g.,
through administrative data or household surveys).

Transition Period: Member states were given a transition period to adapt from
the ECHP to EU-SILC, as some countries had developed robust national surveys
and were concerned about harmonization potentially disrupting their established
practices.

Data Timeliness and Access

Faster Data Production: Discussions included how to ensure more timely data
to meet policymakers’ needs. There had been criticism of the ECHP for its slow
processing times. EU-SILC was designed to address this by providing annual
cross-sectional and longitudinal data on households.

Access to Microdata: Another issue was the need for researchers and policymakers
to have better access to microdata, enabling them to carry out detailed analyses.
Eurostat emphasized that EU-SILC would improve data access for research
purposes.

Challenges in Implementing Longitudinal Data

Longitudinal vs. Cross-Sectional Data: One of the concerns was how to balance
the demand for cross-sectional data (for year-by-year analysis) with the need for
longitudinal data (for tracking individuals over time). EU-SILC was designed
to provide both, but discussions were held on how to manage the technical and
methodological challenges of longitudinal data collection.

Financial and Administrative Concerns

Funding for Member States: EU-SILC required investment in new survey
techniques, data collection tools, and staff training. Some member states expressed
concerns about the financial and administrative burden of implementing the new
system. Here Eurostat played a key role to offer technical assistance and financial
support to help countries with the transition.

Standardized Methodology: The complexity of standardizing the methodology
for measuring income, poverty, and living conditions in diverse national contexts
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was also debated. This included defining income in comparable terms across
countries, considering tax systems, and social transfers, which vary widely.

Broadening the Scope of Measurement

* Multidimensional Measures: Another discussion focused on broadening the
scope of poverty measurement beyond just income-based indicators. EU-SILC
was designed to capture a more multidimensional perspective on poverty and
social exclusion, including material deprivation, housing conditions, and access
to basic services.

® Vulnerable Groups: A key issue was ensuring that EU-SILC could adequately
capture the living conditions of vulnerable groups, such as the elderly, children,
and immigrants, which were often underrepresented in previous surveys.

Technical and Methodological Challenges

= Income Definition and Comparability: One of the central technical discussions
involved how to define and compare income across member states. This included
debates over how to account for non-monetary income, social benefits, taxes, and
the impact of inflation or purchasing power differences between countries.

* Sample Design and Data Collection: Ensuring that the sample design for EU-
SILC would be robust enough to represent different population groups was
another technical challenge discussed. Countries had varying experiences with
survey methodologies, and this required coordination to ensure comparability.

The intense work resulted in a first legal basis for social data across the EU in the form
of Regulation No 1177/2003 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16
June 2003 concerning Community statistics on income and living conditions (EU-
SILC). While Belgium (Statbel) already had a full-scale pilot data collection in 2003,
the first official EU-wide data collection took off in 2004, with a few Member States
joining in over the next couple of years.

AFTER THE START-UP

So, by the mid-2000s a statistical framework was in place and with the SPC/ISG and
the reporting, also the framework to insert the evidence base on the evolution of the
social situation in the EU and the evolution towards the common objectives was in
place. However, by the mid-2000s there was a political shift which assigned a less
central place for social issues in the EU governance. The social OMC became more
a parallel process next to the main EU governance, which became more focused on

growth and jobs.

Notwithstanding being side-tracked to some extent, in the period 2005-2010 the SPC
and its ISG worked hard to extensively broaden the initial set of 18 indicators. This
work not only extended the set of poverty and social inclusion indicators, but also
elaborated sets of indicators for the pensions and health and long term care strands.

An important workstream in the poverty and social inclusion strand was the start of
the development of a more robust material deprivation indicator. As noted above,
the AROP reflects the relative and monetary aspects of poverty. There appeared
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to be a need for a complementary, more direct, absolute, measurement of living
conditions and their evolution. An indicator on material deprivation was put forward
to complement the AROP indicator.

The material deprivation indicator is based on the work of Peter Townsend (1979)
who developed indicators of low living standards — deprivation indicators- to examine
at which income levels there is a significant drop in living conditions, which could
then be used to identify situations of poverty. These deprivation indicators were based
on sets of items measuring different aspects of living conditions, which combined
would constitute a deprivation indicator. While EU-SILC contained from the
outset a number of such deprivation items, which it ‘inherited” from the ECHP it
was considered that a more elaborate list, more suited for the EU context would be
required. To meet this need, identified in the ISG, Eurostat established a Task Force
on Material Deprivation in 2007. The task force was created in response to the need
for better measurement and understanding of material deprivation across EU member
states. Its primary goal was to develop an indicator that could complement the at-risk-
of-poverty rate by capturing non-monetary aspects of poverty and living conditions.
A new indicator replaced the original material deprivation in 2017 after elaborate
validation work. The new indicator is based on 13 items instead of the original 7
items. As the scope of the items was larger, the name was also adapted to ‘Material and
social deprivation’.

Another major development was situated in the pension domain. While both the
sustainability, transparency as well as adequacy of pension systems are stated objectives
of the social OMC, it is clear that particularly on the latter dimension the SPC can
produce a crucial value added to the work on pension sustainability by the Ageing
Working Group of the Economic Policy Committee. Therefore the SPC-ISG launched
a special Working Group to develop and agree on Theoretical Replacement rates
(TRR) for pensions. Parallel to sustainability projections, TRR inform on current
and future adequacy defined as the standard of living that people can achieve in
retirement compared to their own situation when working, given certain assumptions.
Current TRR describe the situation of people who retire today. Prospective TRR
describe the foreseen situation of people retiring in the future under the pension
legislation enacted by the time of the calculation of the TRRs , including transitional
rules to be implemented gradually that may be legislated in enacted reforms. Thus,
the calculations for prospective TRR should typically reflect reformed pension systems
in full maturity. As the TRRs crucially depend on a number of assumptions, a lot of
discussion went into the definition of cases. Jointly with EU-SILC based indicators
on the at-risk-of-poverty rate among the elderly, the aggregate replacement rate, the
median relative income of the elderly, the TRRs became key indicators to monitor
the adequacy of pension systems, and as from 2012 they became the backbone of the
Pension Adequacy Report which was published every three years from then on.

A number of indicators were also agreed on healthcare, which were partly based on
EU-SILC, like the unmet need for medical and dental care, and partly based on already
existing indicators, e.g. (healthy life expectancy, survival rates, vaccination coverage).
However, work on the health and long-term care domains remained less intensive
than on the other domains. This can be partly explained by a lack of data — certainly
in the long-term care domain -, but also due to subsidiarity concerns which were more
prominent in these domains.
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Next to the above mentioned key developments, other additions to the indicator set
were agreed. By the end of the 2000s, the work of the SPC-ISG had resulted in a quite
elaborate ‘Portfolio of EU Social Indicators’, which presents all agreed indicators
with their definition and also a label indicating their quality which should guide their
use in the policy process®.

THE EUROPE 2020 STRATEGY (2010-2020): MONITORING IN A UNIFIED EUROPEAN SEMESTER
PROCESS, AUSTERITY TIMES AND THE EUROPEAN PILLAR OF SOCIAL RIGHTS

4.1.

By 2010, the new medium term strategy had to be developed in the aftermath of the
financial crisis of 2008, which was soon followed by an economic crisis and a sovereign
debt crisis in some Member States, affecting overall EU policies.

Developments in monitoring the social situation under the new strategy built on the
work during the Lisbon strategy, but were also heavily influenced by the crisis context
in which the strategy was launched

THE INTRODUCTION OF QUANTIFIED SOCIAL TARGETS

A major novelty in the new strategy was the introduction of social targets. Targets are
considered to be important as they can organize and direct policy action and enhance
the visibility of policy issues. Social targets in the EU governance, mirroring dept
and budget targets, was considered important by the social filiére to come at a more
equal footing with the economic fili¢re. The then still recent shock of the financial
crisis will most likely have contributed to the idea of introducing social targets. The
introduction of the targets happened through a relatively short but intensive period of
discussions in the indicator subgroup of the SPC, which started following a proposal
by the European Commission.

In its proposal for Europe 2020 strategy, the Commission proposed to Member States
to commit themselves to reducing poverty by one fourth by 2020, lifting 20 million
of people out of poverty. This reduction was considered feasible, since it would bring
down the poverty rate to the average of the 14 best performers. It also corresponded to
the pace of reduction observed in recent years in the 8 Member States that managed
to reduce poverty.

The Commission proposed to set the target on the basis of the at-risk-of poverty rate.
It was the agreed headline indicator used to measure poverty at EU level. It had been
endorsed by the European Council in 2001, and it had been used in various EU
processes (Social OMC, Lisbon Strategy, Sustainable Development Strategy) since
then. It had also been used by the OECD and by national governments. It had been
used by a number of countries to set targets for poverty reduction at national level; and
it had already been used in the vast majority of countries to inform the general public
about the extent of poverty.

(8) https://ec.europa.cu/social/main.jsp?catld=738&langld=en&publd=8513&furtherPubs=yes
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However, a majority of Member States opposed the idea to base the target on only one
single indicator. Therefore, following further discussion two indicators were added:
the ‘material deprivation rate” and the ‘(quasi) jobless households rate’. Adding these
indicators was considered to better reflect the different policy options Member States
can choose to impact on the target. The three indicators respond to different policy
actions. The Ac-risk-of-poverty rate’ responds more to redistributive measures, while
the material deprivation indicator to overall macro-economic evolutions. The (quasi-)
joblessness indicator is of course expected to react to labour market policies.

Thus, the target population was defined as the number of people in the EU and in
the Member States who were at-risk-of-poverty and/or materially deprived and/or
living in a (quasi-)jobless household. Unlike eg. the employment target, the poverty
target was set as a reduction of the absolute number of persons in poverty and not
as a percentage. The combination of the three indicators as a basis for the target
encountered some academic critique, in that by combining these three indicators
mixes both poverty and its causes. The latter pointing mainly the (quasi-)joblessness
indicator. In view of the very different dimensions reflected by these three indicators
it was agreed from the onset that in the monitoring of the target, the combination of
the three indicators (the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate/number — AROPE)
should always be accompanied by the monitoring of the three sub-indicators.

In hindsight, it can be concluded that this arrangement with the three indicators
worked quite well, both in terms of the ability to monitor the evolution of poverty
as in terms of support from Member States. In their evolution of the Europe2020

strategy both SPC and EMCO pleaded for a continuation of the use of the AROPE
target in the subsequent mid-term strategy.

FURTHER STEPS IN BENCHMARKING MEMBER STATES’ PERFORMANCE

The new Europe 2020 strategy introduced a new governance framework: the European
Semester. The European Semester is an annual policy cycle which starts in the end of
year N-1 with the Commissions’ Annual (sustainable) growth survey in which the
Commission sets out priorities for the next year. In year N follow country reports with
an in-depth study of fiscal, economic and employment and social situation. By end
of April Member States send in National Reform Programs in which they monitor
the evolution towards the targets and present the policies set out. Early summer, the
Commission publishes its proposal for Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs),
which are to be approved by the Council after discussions with the Member States in
the Committees.

The scope of the policies under surveillance is defined by the integrated guidelines,
of which guidelines 5 to 8 are dedicated to employment and social policies. The
guidelines are the basis for the Country Specific Recommendations. To monitor the
performance of the Member States the Commission jointly with the Member States

(9) Later replaced by the ‘material and social deprivation rate’.
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in the Employment Committee (EMCO) and SPC developed the Joint Assessment
Framework (JAF) to monitor Member States’ performance.

The JAF is structured on the basis of a number of employment and social policy areas
drawn from the employment guidelines. For each of these policy areas indicators are
selected on which the Member States” performance is assessed and Member States are
divided into performance groups. The methodology is complemented by a qualitative
assessment. Taking account of both levels and changes for each Member State key
employment and social challenges are identified. Efforts to develop and agree also on a
dedicated Joint Assessment Framework for Healthcare were less successful as for some
Member States subsidiarity concerns played a major role here.

Complementary, the SPC developed a Social Protection Performance Monitor (SPPM)
to monitor the poverty target and identify trends to watch. The SPPM starts with
a dashboard of about 20 key social indicators of which the changes in the levels are
assessed against the previous year and the beginning of the Europe 2020 strategy and
each indicator with a statistically significant worsening or improvement is flagged.
Next, for each indicator the number of Member States with a significant worsening
or improvement is counted. Indicators on which 9 or more Member States show a
negative trend are flagged as trends to watch and Indicators with 9 or more Member
States with a positive trend are flagged as good outcome. The SPPM also contains a
more in-depth overview of performance

These new monitoring tools serve as the backbone of key policy reports. The SPPM
is the basis for the Annual Report of the SPC and the Social Scoreboard is the basis
for the monitoring part of the Joint Employment Report. These tools allowed an
enhanced use of the agreed indicators. They allowed to integrate them deeper in the
policy process and enhance the visibility of social issues in the process.

Next to these overall monitoring tools specific thematic benchmarking frameworks
were developed for pension adequacy and minimum income.

THE MOMENT THAT SOCIAL INDICATORS REALLY PLAYED A STRATEGIC ROLE

As an initial response to the economic crisis following the 2008 financial crisis,
Member States’ automatic stabilizers played their role in mitigating the social impacts
of the crisis. However, quite soon fiscal concerns gained priority and the EU entered
the period of the so called austerity policies. Some Member States were placed under
EU surveillance. By 2013-2014 it became clear that this policy orientation produced
severe social side-effects. In particular, but not only, in the Member States under
surveillance social indicators showed worrying trends. It concerned unemployment
rates, poverty rates, overall household income levels, health indicators, ...

As awareness grew on these negative social evolutions initiatives were taken to monitor
these developments more closely, next to the economic surveillance. There were in fact
two different, and conflicting initiatives. The then Commissioner for Employment and
Social Affairs Andor took the initiative to develop a social scoreboard, consisting of five
indicators'™. At the same time the then Commissioner for Economic and monetary

(10) The unemployment rate, the NEET-rate, Gross Household Disposible Income, the AROP-rate for the
working age population and the inequality rate (S80/520)
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affairs Rehn, took the initiative to add some social indicators to the scoreboard of
the Macro-Economic Imbalance Procedure (MIP). These parallel initiatives revealed
of course some tensions regarding the control over the input in the policy process
between the two policy strands.

While the social indicators have hardly been used in the context of the MIB, the social
scoreboard did have an important impact. It was included in the Joint Employment
Report as from 2014. Although the number of indicators in the initial scoreboard was
limited, they did show a clear, diverging, picture in the evolution of the social and
employment situation between Member States. This signal had a significant impact on
overall EU Governance as the objective of upward (social) convergence is at the core
of the European project.

ENTER THE EUROPEAN PILLAR OF SOCIAL RIGHTS WITH AN ENHANCED SOCIAL SCOREBOARD
The signal that emerged from the monitoring of the social situation was reflected in
some high level reports around 2015, e.g. the Five Presidents Report on Completing
Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union''. This report pleaded for further steps in
economic and monetary coordination, but also for a greater focus on employment and
social performance. The proclamation of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR)
at the Gothenburg Summit in 2017 was a major step in this direction. The EPSR
puts forward 20 principles which reflect the key components of an EU social agenda,
including concrete proposals to make progress on these principles. The experience
during the previous years had shown the importance of a strong social monitoring
capacity. In line with this, the EPSR included a proposal for an enhanced social
scoreboard. The proposal included a wider set of indicators, linked to the 20 EPSR
principles to be included and also a further strengthening of the benchmarking of the
performance of Member States on these indicators. Member States” performance is
assessed on a scale ranging from ‘best performers’ to ‘critical situations’. The assessment
is based on both the levels and changes in the indicators, relative to the EU-average'>.

Thus the social scoreboard is to contribute to the overall EPSR objective of, contrary
to what happened before 2015, establishing a trend of upward social convergence in
the EU.

At least equally important was that the social scoreboard was included in the Joined
Employment Report (JER), which is part of the Autumn Package - the set of documents
that launches the annual policy cycle which is called the European Semester. In fact,
the Social Scoreboard is the main monitoring tool in the JER. The results of the Social
Scoreboard are supported and extended by other indicators and analysis in the JER,
and on a more detailed level in the Country reports that the European Commission

(11) hteps://commission.europa.eu/document/download/261ad02b-070a-47a1-b52b-b242db48addf_
en?filename=The%20Five%20President%275%20Report%3A%20Completing%20Europe%27s%20
Economic%20and%20Monetary%20Union

(12) A description of the methodology of the social scoreboard is included in the annexes to the annual

Joint Employment reports, eg. the '24 version: https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/
vm8dtbsl7nu6
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issues later in the policy process, and which form the basis of the Country Specific
Recommendations.

So, with the inclusion of the Social Scoreboard in the JER, social indicators have
become part of the main EU policy process and have in a number of cases been the
basis for issuing Country Specific Recommendations.

STRENGTHENING STATISTICAL CAPACITY: TIMELINESS OF SOCIAL INDICATORS AS A CRUCIAL
CHALLENGE

As mentioned before, the timeliness of the data and the indicators based on them
was a concern from the outset. The need for more timely data only increased due to
the financial crisis and its further impacts. Closely monitoring the social impact is
necessary to react adequately to crisis situations and evolutions. It is also necessary to
link social with economic developments which is important as a basis for integrated
policies. Two main initiatives can be signalled as a response to this increased need.

First, within the statistical system the initiative was taken to launch a process to renew
the legal basis of the different social surveys coordinated by Eurostat and to integrate
them in a common legal framework. The objective was to better respond to the,
increased, need for social data by coordinating better between the different surveys
and to strengthen the legal basis of these surveys. For EU-SILC the work also included
proposals for a significant improvement in the timeliness. These proposals included
that the data would be transferred to Eurostat at the end of the year of data-collection,
which would make them available for the European semester process of the data-year
N+1, while in the early EU-SILC years it took until N+2. A framework regulation
establishing a common framework for European statistics relating to persons

and households, based on data at individual level collected from samples was
agreed in 2019 (EU 2019/1700).

A second important initiative concerned microsimulation capacity. The Euromod
model, developed in academic context under coordination by the University of
Essex, was integrated in The European Commissions’ Joint Research Centre and
Eurostat. This integration signified that the capacity to perform distributional impact
assessments was institutionalized at EU-level. Regarding the issue of timeliness, it also
contributed to the development of the capacity to nowcast EU-SILC results. The need
to nowcast EU-SILC results stems from the way income data are collected. Income
data collected in EU-SILC refer to the year before the year of data-collection (N-1).
This means that when the indicators come available in year N+1, income and some
other data have a time lag of 2 years. Via statistical and econometric modelling the
value of the indicators is estimated for year N. While the nowcasting still is in further
development, results appear overall to be of good quality. Under the name ‘flash-
estimates’ the nowcasted estimates of a number of indicators are taken on board in the
Annual Report of the SPC.

So, during the Europe 2020 strategy important further steps were taken for social
monitoring to support integration of social policies in the overall governance process.

|AQ
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The EPSR further stimulated monitoring and benchmarking work, leading to a
significant expansion of monitoring instruments.

Summarizing, one can say that during the Europe2020 strategy period, social

monitoring capacity was extended significantly, its statistical basis was reinforced and
social monitoring became more integrated in overall policy monitoring.

BEYOND EUROPE 2020

5.1.

5.2.

50|

More recent developments can be mainly framed in the plans of the first Commission
Von der Leyen (2019), including an ambitious action plan on the further
implementation of the EPSR, next to the continued monitoring in the context of the
European Semester Process.

THE EPSR ACTION PLAN ...

The action plan initiated further work on strengthening and extending monitoring
instruments. It included a revision of the Social Scoreboard as well as further policy
initiatives requiring the development of monitoring frameworks.

The revision of the social scoreboard included filling in some gaps in the coverage
of the EPSR principles as well as replacing some indicators by others reflecting data
developments. However, overall, changes in the social scoreboard indicators and
methodology remained limited.

The action plan on EPSR included a number of policy initiatives among which a
Council recommendation on minimum incomes, a Council Recommendation
establishing the Child Guarantee, a Council Recommendation on access to affordable
and high-quality long term care. These different policy initiatives all included the
development of specific monitoring and benchmarking frameworks. Following
intensive work in the SPCs’ indicator Subgroup, frameworks have been developed on
all these themes by the end of 2024.

... AND THE EUROPEAN SEMESTER

Next to what was in the action plan additional initiatives were taken to further
strengthen monitoring and impact assessment capacities, especially in relation to the
European Semester .

In the context of the 2021 Porto-summit, where the action plan on the EPSR was
adopted, Belgium and Spain issued a joint non-paper which contained a proposal to
enhance the monitoring framework. The proposal was to develop a Social Imbalances
procedure (SIP), based on the social scoreboard.

The objective of such a SIP would be to identify more clearly, and prepare policy
action for, developments which would deviate significantly and negatively from stated
common objectives, mirroring to some extend the Macro-economic Imbalances



FOSTERING ACCESS TO SOCIAL PROTECTION AND SOCIAL INCLUSION IN EUROPE

procedure. The proposal gained support, but a number of Member States were not in
favour of including a SIP in the governance framework'.

The discussion on the SIP ran over a couple of years, with a special joined SPC/EMCO
working group preparing a possible approach. This resulted in a proposal to change the
scope from imbalances to risks to upward convergence. Hence the proposal to change
the name of the procedure to ‘Social Convergence Framework’ (SCF). The procedure
would include two stages. In the first stage Member States posing a potential risk for
upward social convergence would be identified on the basis of having subsequent clear
negative evolutions as identified by the Social Scoreboard. In a second stage a more
in-depth review would allow confirming or rejecting labelling the Member States
identified in the first stage as posing a risk to upward social convergence.

Notwithstanding the proposals, positions of proponents and adversaries remained
largely unchanged. It was only in 2024, in the context of the negotiations on a new
Economic Governance Framework, it was decided to include a Social Convergence
Framework in the Regulation ((EC) No 2024/1263). This happened in fact during
the stage of the trialogues on the Economic Governance Framework, so outside the
EPSCO fili¢re. Anyway, it gave the SCF a firm legal basis. The SCF is implemented
in the European Semester via the Joint Employment Report for the first time in the
2025 cycle.

Another development is more recent, and was again initiated by Spain and Belgium
during their respective Presidencies of the EU Council in 2023 and 2024. The new
initiative aimed at strengthening capacities to assess returns of social investments
and was linked to the development of the new Economic Governance Framework
mentioned before. The ES/BE initiative started from the observation that social
expenditures are not only a cost, but at least to some extend also an investment,
generating economic and budgetary returns. Assessing these returns had become
necessary in view of the developments on the EGF, where Member States, in order
to get an extension of the time-frame for bringing the budget in line with common
EU criteria, are requested to underpin their reforms and investments with evidence
showing that these will contribute to the economic and budgetary objectives.

The ES Presidency initiated an Informal Working Group on Social Investment, under
ES and BE Chairing, to explore the issue of returns on social investments from a
theoretical and, mainly, methodological perspective. Among the methods identified
as useful for assessing returns on social investment are experimental designs, micro-
simulation/distributional impact assessment and cost-benefit analysis'. Under the
Belgian Presidency, the Council mandated the European Commission to create
a ‘Knowledge Hub’” with the aim pooling knowledge on methods and approaches
Member States can use to assess the returns of their social reforms and investments.

(13) Different arguments were put forward, mainly focusing on the potential additional administrative
burden and on the timeliness of social indicators being insufficient. However, it can be assumed that these
practical and statistical objections reflected mainly political concerns.

(14) See report of the Informal Working Group on Social Investment: https://socialsecurity.belgium.be/
sites/default/files/content/docs/joint_ecofin-epsco_-_technical_note.pdf
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FURTHER THEMATIC INDICATOR DEVELOPMENTS

Next to the above mentioned developments, the climate transition and related EU
policy initiatives necessitated also launching work to monitor the social aspects
of climate change. So far initial work has been done on the themes of energy and
transport poverty. However, due to the absence of adequate data progress has so far
been limited.

DATA AND STATISTICS

Following the adoption of the 2019 Integrated European Social Statistics Regulation,
Eurostat and the Statistical System focused on implementing the Regulation.
Regarding EU-SILC, this included defining and agreeing on the content of the rolling
modules and modules for ad hoc policy needs"®. A milestone was that in 2022 social
indicators based on data of the data collection year (2021) for the first time
became available before the summer (N+1). Some further improvements in
the timeliness are envisaged for the coming years.

Next to the work on the EU-SILC content, work on elaborating and finetuning
nowecasting methodology continued as well as work on exploring the possibility of
producing statistics on the joint distribution of income, consumption and wealth.
Both are currently published as experimental statistics.

Also in the domain of Social Protection Statistics further work, already started before
2020, was continued. Among the work strands are also in this context enhancing
timelines via National Accounts based early estimates, improving the ESSPROS
methodology and extending with statistics on benefit recipients.

MAJOR PROGRESS, BUT IMPORTANT REMAINING CHALLENGES - SOME CONCLUDING
REMARKS
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It has been an intense couple of decades for social indicator and social monitoring
development. Notwithstanding the really substantial progress that has been achieved,
important challenges remain.

First and foremost, data. While EU-SILC has been established as the robust reference
data source for income, living conditions and social policy monitoring, data needs
have also increased. Needs on more timely data have clearly come to the forefront as a
consequence of the subsequent crisis situations over the last 15 years. The improvement
of EU-SILC timeliness is important, however the nature of some of the key indicators
like income and (quasi-)joblessness is such that they can only be completely measured
with a time lag. To remain in line with developments in timeliness of evidence in other
policy strands, it is key to also improve timeliness of social monitoring'®. There are
different pathways to enhance timeliness, both modelling approaches and additional

(15) For an overview of the rolling modules see: https://ec.europa.cu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-
conditions/database/modules

(16) Sometimes it is assumed that economic indicators are in general much more timely than social indicators.
It should however be noted that more structural indicators also come with a time-lag in other policy strands.
In this sense, timeliness of economic indicators in the Macro-Economic Imbalances scoreboard also lags vis-
A-vis the current situation
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data should be considered. Priority seems to be here to enhance nowcasting. Estimates
appear to be quite good for the large majority of EU Member States, with issues
remaining for a few countries. Here the ambition should be to bring nowcasting
estimates beyond their experimental status in the short term and integrate them fully
in the monitoring work. Other approaches, eg. based on national accounts'” should
also be explored, as well as more timely data collections. On the latter the SPC-ISG
has been collecting the most recent data on benefit recipients during the subsequent
crises. Including such data on a more structural basis in the monitoring would also be
an important value added'®

Next to enhanced timeliness, there is also the need for additional and more granular
data. Work over the last couple of years has shown that for most of the policy issues
put forward in the EPSR action plan as well as for indicators on social aspects of
the climate transition, data availability is insufficient for an adequate monitoring.
Furthermore, more granular data are needed to assess returns on social investments.
Social investment measures will not always be large scale, general population
measures, but will often relate to specific categories or specific measures. To assess the
impact of the latter, EU-SILC sample size will often be insufficient, or will lack the
necessary policy levers. Therefore, enhancing access to administrative data, both on
the national level and on the EU-level, is a priority. Many Member States struggle to
have an adequate and timely access to their administrative data, both due to GDPR
related concerns and institutional rigidities. As, according to the EU data strategy'?,
data are a strategic resource, the necessary legal and institutional frameworks need to
be set in place to allow also public services to make full use of this resource in view of
supporting better policies.

An important new development in this regard is the adoption of Regulation (EU)
2024/3018 amending Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 on European statistics,
which came in effect early 2025. The regulation aims at enhancing access to both
administrative and privately held data. It also seeks to enhance access to data in the case
of crisis situations and for research purposes. At the time of writing this contribution,
work is still ongoing regarding the concrete implementation of this regulation. In view
of its potential to overcome the current data limitations with which SPC-ISG work
is confronted, I consider it of key importance that a systematic reflection is set up on
how it can contribute to social policy monitoring needs.

Enhancing modelling and impact assessment capacity is the next challenge.
The inclusion of EUROMOD in JRC and Eurostat structures has been a major
step forward in this regard. It allows assessing the impact of policies and making
distributional impact assessments (DIA) possible. Many Member States are also
developing and strengthening their capacities in this regard, in some cases building on

(17) Cf. Zucman et. al.: https://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/BSZ2023.pdf

(18) A research group of the University of Ghent has an agreement with a major bank to scientifically exploit
the bank-account data. Although methodological issues remain, this may allow to tap on developments in
incomes and expenditures in a very timely way. Cf. Peersman et.al.: hetps://www.ugent.be/eb/economics/en/
research/gei/geil4

(19) heeps://digital-strategy.ec.curopa.eu/en/policies/strategy-data
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EUROMOD, in other cases developing national models. Work is ongoing to extend
micro-simulation based DIA by developing more dynamic components allowing
behavioural aspects in the modelling, by exploring micro-macro links by relating to
macro-economic models, and by enhancing nowcasting. To strengthen capacity to
assess returns on social investment knowledge on additional methods and approaches
should also be enhanced, eg. cost-benefit analysis, the use of experimental methods
in a policy context. Implementing the Knowledge Hub on an EU-level would be an
important further step in this regard.

Opverall, there needs to be an investment in HR capacity for this work. Both on EU-
level as well in most countries capacity for social monitoring and impact assessment is
still limited, compared to other policy strands. I am convinced that relatively limited
investments in this regard can bring about substantial returns in terms of more effective
and efficient policies.

Finally, to end this contribution I want to stress the importance of collaboration. The
progress achieved over the last decades is the result of intense cooperation between
the Social Protection Committee and its Indicator Subgroup and the European
Commission (DG EMPL) on the policy side, the European Statistical System
(Eurostat and the NSIs) and the scientific side, both academic and other international
organizations like OECD. It has also been the result of intense (and always friendly)
cooperation between persons within these bodies. As the people involved are beginning
to reach retirement age, it is important that this collaboration is taken over by a new
generation of experts that are convinced of the importance of social monitoring for
good policies and for the wellbeing of our populations.
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