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HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED? 
TRACING AND EVALUATING THE PROCESS 
FROM THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY 2001 TO 
THE NEW STATE REFORM

BY BART VANHERCKE
European Social Observatory (OSE) and CeSO, KU Leuven

 INTRODUCTION: A MOST LIKELY CASE1 

It would be naïve to assume that the European Union’s (EU) ‘Open Method of 
Co-ordination’ in Social Protection and Social Inclusion (Social OMC) has been 
‘shaking’ social policymaking in Belgium in the past decade. And yet, this article 
argues, features of both the social inclusion and (to a lesser extent) the pensions 
strand of this soft process are perceived as useful by a variety of actors at different 
levels of government. As a result these actors selectively pick up Social OMC tools 
and use them to pursue their policy goals. While doing so, their opinions, behaviour 
and interests are altered. Perhaps more important is that the use of certain OMC 
instruments has spilled over into other-than-OMC issue areas (such as equal oppor-
tunities) and is becoming a template for federal, regional and at times local policy 
coordination in Belgium. In one particular case the use of the OMC has even been 
codified in regional legislation. As a result, this article contends, the Social OMC has 
had a tangible impact on Belgian social policymaking.

While such findings will certainly come as a surprise to policymakers, academics 
and stakeholders alike, they are plausible if – and only if – one considers Belgium 
as a ‘most likely case’ in terms of OMC usage. Indeed, ‘soft’ instruments such as 
the OMC fit well with the (still) on-going gradual reform process of the country’s 
institutions and its social policies, but also with the Belgian informal decision-ma-
king culture. The findings also reflect the positive attitude of the general population 
towards the EU, which is equally present among the decision-making political elite. 
During this Presidency, Belgian policymakers played a key role in ‘shaping’ the basic 
architecture of the social inclusion OMC and launching the pensions OMC, which 

(1) This article further elaborates Vanhercke, B. (2014), which was published with Palgrave Macmillan. Egidijus 
Barcevicius, Timo Weishaupt and Jonathan Zeitlin provided invaluable feedback on earlier versions of this 
publication. The author would like to thank Sebastiano Sabato, Francesca Sanna and Valentina Recalcati for 
their research assistance (particularly on Section 1) and Madeleine Reid for taking care of copy-editing. The 
usual disclaimer applies.
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created a certain ‘commitment’ to these processes among domestic actors. These ac-
tors also include academics, who have been very much engaged in reflections about 
the detailed architecture of the OMC, especially in the initial years. The overall 
positive attitude toward the Social OMC should thus not come as a surprise. We 
will argue that if the extensive regional powers in Belgium (Flanders, Wallonia and 
Brussels) continue to coincide with a high level of cooperative behaviour, the further 
state reform that is currently being implemented may raise the prospect of an ‘OMC 
for all policies’ in Belgium.

The present article assesses the operation of the three strands of the Social OMC 
in Belgium. It is first based on two waves of interviews (in 2007 and 2010) with 
European, national, and subnational civil servants, politicians and stakeholders (so-
cial partners and NGO representatives) working in the areas of poverty and social 
exclusion, pensions and health and long-term care. Taken together, these semi-struc-
tured interviews with more than 50 respondents allow for a comparison between the 
2006/2008 and 2008/2010 National Strategic Reports (see Appendix 1 for details 
about respondents). The 2010 round of interviews was accompanied by an on-line 
survey with closed questions that was completed – between November and De-
cember 2010 – by 59 experts working in the three policy fields. We corroborated all 
claims made by our respondents by comparing them, first, with the views of other 
interviewees and, second, with as many primary and secondary sources as possible 
(see bibliography).

The remainder of this article is organised as follows: the emergence of a Belgian 
advocacy coalition supporting the OMC in the area of social protection and social 
inclusion during the ‘Lisbon I’ period (2000-2005) is discussed in Section 1. The 
period following the ‘streamlining’ of the different strands of the Social OMC into a 
single process (2006-2010) is explained in Section 2 as the ‘time of harvest’. Section 
3 tries to explain OMC influence, by disentangling mechanisms of change such as 
learning, legitimation and leverage. Section 4 concludes by comparing effects across 
time and OMC strands.

1. A BELGIAN ADVOCACY COALITION BETWEEN POLITICS AND ACADEMIA 

This section discusses the operation of and attitudes towards the Social Inclusion, 
Pensions and Health Care OMCs in Belgium, between the emergence of the res-
pective processes (from 2000) and the 2005 decision to streamline them into a 
single Social OMC. Unsurprisingly, given the OMCs’ temporal development, most 
publications during this first period examined the Social Inclusion strand, to which 
we turn first.
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1.1. SOCIAL INCLUSION: THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY MOMENTUM
From the outset, the new Open Method of Co-ordination on Social Inclusion 
(OMC/SI) aroused a great deal of attention from Belgian academics. An important 
driver for the abundant written material produced was the 2001 Belgian Presidency 
of the EU. Berghman and Okma (2002a) describe how the Presidency, together 
with the European Commission (EC), involved the Belgian and EU research com-
munity in its political work on social indicators and social protection (notably pen-
sions), while starting a debate about health care and the EU. This was done through 
the organisation of three international conferences (see below) that were thoroughly 
prepared by scientific reports and were deemed ‘amazingly effective’ in setting the 
political agenda (Berghman and Okma, 2002b, p. 552).

At the same time, these authors identified some risks that resulted from this pecu-
liar dialogue within the epistemic community of researchers and politicians, which 
could potentially lead to a parallel decision-making process and blurred boundaries 
between politics and science: “When academics act as ‘policy advocates’, taking nor-
mative positions, and when politicians present themselves as academics, it is hard for the 
reader or listener to know who is acting in what capacity, and to understand the basic 
rules of the debate. The clarification of roles requires a certain respectful distance between 
academics and politicians, even where the two worlds address the same topics and al-
though they both need each other” (Berghman and Okma, 2003).
A range of academics indeed openly contributed to supporting the Belgian input to 
the development of the OMC/SI (see Box 1 below).

BOX 1: INITIAL ACADEMIC CONTRIBUTIONS IN SUPPORT OF THE SOCIAL OMC 
(2000-2005)

Some of the academic contributions were written at the specific request of – and with funding from 
- the Belgian government. This was notably the case for reports produced by Atkinson et al. (2002), 
Esping-Andersen et al. (2001), and Mossialos et al. (2001). These strengthened Belgium’s key role in 
keeping the momentum generated in Lisbon going (Berghman and Okma, 2002a; Armstrong, 2010, 
p. 70; Marlier, 2003). 

Cantillon et al. (2001) set out recommendations for a European poverty norm, while the same team 
from the Centre of Social Policy discussed the possibilities and difficulties facing Belgium in working 
with poverty targets, drawing on the experience of other countries (Cantillon et al., 2003).

Several publications analysed the instruments of the OMC/SI and provided recommendations for 
their improvement. Examples include:
 § indicator development (Adriaensens et al., 2003; Peña-Casas, 2004, Van Dam, 2005);
 § improving participation (Nicaise and Groenez, 2003; Wuiame, 2009);
 § monitoring (Nicaise and Groenez, 2003);
 § the overall development of the OMC process (CNT-NAR, 2005; Marlier, 2003; several studies of 
the Higher Institute for Labour Studies, KU Leuven). 

Source: compiled by author.
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Kröger (2004, p. 20) refers to the particular role played by Frank Vandenbroucke, 
the then Belgian Federal Minister of Social Affairs and Pensions who had made these 
indicators one of his top-priorities for the Belgian Presidency of the EU (second half 
of 2001). This crucially included the establishment of a group of high-level acade-
mic experts2, which drafted the final report for the Social Protection Committee 
(SPC), later published as Atkinson et al. (2002) and thereby secured the agreement 
on the so-called Laeken indicators (Armstrong, 2010, p. 78). The Belgian Presiden-
cy strongly encouraged the Atkinson group to consult with the SPC’s subgroup on 
indicators and a broader informed academic network, which is a prime example 
of cooperative, successful academic participation in a political process (Friedrich, 
2005).

Several national and regional policymakers also published papers on the OMC/SI at 
an early stage3. Social partner organisations (CNT-NAR and CCE-CRB 2001a, b; 
CNT-NAR, 2005) and the European Anti-Poverty Network equally engaged with 
the topic (EAPN, 2001, 2003, 2005). There was also interest in and writings about 
the OMC/SI from the social partners, gathering in both the National Labour Coun-
cil (CNT-NAR) and the Central Economic Council (CCE-CRB) (referred to as 
‘the Councils’ hereafter). In the period 2001-2005 these social partner institutions 
adopted no fewer than six joint Opinions that dealt, among other things, with the 
OMC (see Box 2). One highly significant early ‘spill over’ effect of the CNT-NAR 
being formally consulted about the OMC is that through this ‘we became aware that 
all of this is not so soft after all, that it could have serious consequences. Before we were 
consulted about the OMC, Europe did not exist in this institution’ (Interview, CNT-
NAR). So, surprising as it may seem, ‘soft law’ raised awareness about the EU as an 
important policy arena in these central domestic institutions.

It is rather striking that a range of sources underlines the positive impact of the 
OMC/SI in Belgium at the procedural level, already during the early years of the 
OMC. Thus, work on the National Action Plan against poverty and social exclusion 
(NAP/SI) led to the creation of new bodies such as the national ‘Interministerial 
Conference on Social Inclusion’, which was created between the first and second 
rounds of the NAP/SI to achieve greater consistency in social inclusion policies4. 
New bodies for vertical and horizontal coordination (inter-ministerial level) were 
also created at the regional level. This happened in Flanders, with extensive mo-

(2) Named after its chair Sir Tony Atkinson; the group also included Brian Nolan as well as Belgians Bea Can-
tillon and Eric Marlier.
(3) Examples include Adriaensens et al. (2003); Guio (2003); Jansen (2007); Marlier (2003); SPP Intégration 
Sociale/POD Maatschappelijke Integratie (2005); Van Dam (2005); and Vandenbroucke (2002a,b).
(4)The Inter-Ministerial Conference for Social Integration is responsible for the design and monitoring of coor-
dinated government policies at all levels of government (federal, community and regional). It is supposed to 
meet at least twice a year, but this varies a great deal.
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bilisation of actors and stakeholders, and the aim of including the voice of people 
experiencing poverty (Groenez and Nicaise, 2004); in 2003 a regional steering com-
mittee for the NAP/SI was set up in Wallonia, bringing together the administrations 
concerned and chaired by the cabinet of the Minister-President (Jansen, 2007).

BOX 2: THE BELGIAN SOCIAL PARTNERS MEET THE SOCIAL OMC

The interest from the CNT-NAR and CCE-CRB in the Social OMC was more than just a formality: 
from the very beginning of the OMC/SI, the Councils asked to be informed about OMC activities at 
the EU level and implementation at the national level (CNT-NAR and CCE-CRB, 2001b).

As a result, the CNT-NAR met on a regular basis with the Belgian representatives in the SPC and 
asked them to take its view into account in EU-level discussions. There was a particular interest in the 
procedures for the elaboration of the National Action Plan against poverty and social exclusion and in 
the debates about the indicators (CNT-NAR and CCE-CRB, 2001a, b).

At the same time, the CNT-NAR pointed out that the OMC is a closed shop with a high adminis-
trative burden (CNT-NAR, 2005); the institution also struggles with the complexity of the policy 
process, including as a result of a variety of coexisting domestic and EU processes (CNT-NAR and 
CCE-CRB, 2001a). The Councils underline that the OMC cannot be the only instrument for social 
policy: legislation and social dialogue must play an important role in EU social policymaking (CNT-
NAR and CCE-CRB, 2001a). The OMC should therefore be seen as a first essential step towards a 
social EU (CNT-NAR, 2005). 

In 2005 the Councils published an elaborate evaluation of the pensions and OMC/SI which was 
prepared for by two seminars on 22 March and 10 May 2005 (CNT-NAR, 2005).

Source: compiled by author.

At the start of the OMC/SI in 2000, Belgium was relatively confident about the 
way it organised stakeholder involvement in its social inclusion policies (Hamel and 
Vanhercke, 2009; Wuiame, 2009). Proud of their ‘Resource Centre’ for the Fight 
against Poverty, Precariousness and Social Exclusion5 as well as other institutional 
arrangements, many Belgian actors indeed considered the country a ‘model’ and 
a potential source of inspiration for other Member States (Interviews, CAB/FED, 
NET/POOR; REG/MIN). This is also why Belgium organised, for the first time, 
the European Meeting of people experiencing poverty during its 2001 Presidency 
(Atkinson et al., 2005, p. 171). In the years after the Presidency, Belgium played a 
key role in institutionalising this European event as part of the Social OMC toolbox. 
One would think that under such circumstances – a large apparent fit between EU 
requirements and domestic policies – a ‘soft’ mode of governance could hardly have 
any significant procedural impact at the national level.

(5) The ‘Resource Centre’ was set up in 1999 in order to guarantee a permanent dialogue between all relevant 
parties (including representatives of the associations of the poor, the social partners, health insurance organi-
sations and the local public agencies). The Resource Centre produces reports on the evolution of poverty on a 
biannual basis. 
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And yet, several authors have described how Belgium’s participation in the OMC 
quickly revealed that its ‘model’ of stakeholder involvement looked much better on 
paper than in practice (see Box 3).

BOX 3: STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT IN THE FIRST NAP/SI: FROM A ‘MODEL’ TO 
A COLD SHOWER

The elaboration of the first NAP/SI in 2001 was seen as a purely administrative process without 
involvement of grassroots organisations; the plan looked in some respects like ‘a carbon copy’ of the 
National Action Plan on Employment (Nicaise and Groenez, 2003, p. 16). 

The NAP/SI’s monitoring tool was equally seen as problematic, despite real efforts by the federal 
administration (Ibid; CEC, 2006). Most importantly, however, there was no time to consult with the 
social partners about the draft NAP/SI, even though they had explicitly asked to be heard (CNT-NAR 
and CCE-CRB, 2001b).

People experiencing poverty were equally disregarded in the writing process (Nicaise and Groenez, 
2003, p. 29). Which is why the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) was clear in its assessment: 
the ‘government failed in what was for us the key aspect’: effectively involving people referred to in the 
4th Nice Objective (EAPN, 2001: 5).

Belgium was openly criticised by the European Commission in its Joint Reports on Social Inclusion, 
which were perceived as ‘cold showers’ by some of the actors (Hamel and Vanhercke, 2009, p. 91).

Source: compiled by author.

Belgium responded to EU criticism, notably through the creation, in 2003, of two 
‘Indicators’ and ‘Actions’ Task Forces that were entrusted with the preparation and 
follow-up of the NAP/SI and later the Social Inclusion part of the National Strate-
gic Report on social protection and social inclusion (NSR) (Wuiame, 2009). These 
Task Forces are chaired by the federal ‘Social Integration’ and ‘Social Security’ ad-
ministrations, respectively. The regional administrations are equally members of the 
Task Forces, together with a variety of stakeholders: service providers, European 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and experts. There are no formal criteria 
for participation in these groups, which are open for representatives of interested 
parties to exchange ideas and propose solutions but do not make decisions (INBAS 
and ENGENDER, 2010, p. 51).

As a result, a slow but steady increase in the efforts to include a wider range of actors 
(including social partners) in the OMC process in the period 2000-2005 has been 
noticed by stakeholder organisations (EAPN 2001, 2003, 2005; CNT-NAR, 2005) 
and scholars alike (Nicaise et al., 2004; Peña-Casas, 2004). However, the existence 
of an institutional infrastructure for stakeholder consultation does not automatically 
imply that their opinions are genuinely considered or transposed in the NAP/SI, 
which mainly remained governmental documents (EAPN, 2003; Wuiame 2009). 
Noël and Laroque (2009) equally conclude that consultation in the initial period 
did not influence the contents of the NAPs/SI.
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A second early impact of the Social OMC in Belgium is related to the development 
of indicators, an area where quite a strong link developed between EU and domes-
tic debates. Or, to be more precise: domestic actors (especially academics and civil 
servants) used the window of opportunity to draw attention to long-existing defi-
ciencies, and revitalised domestic debates about them (see Box 4). As a result, the 
National Statistical Institute decided to boost its own statistical capacity so that it 
could organise the collection of social data itself, namely in the context of the EU 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). In other words: Belgian 
commitment to the Social OMC had a tangible impact on statistical capacity buil-
ding. Note that economists from the University of Leuven discussed the feasibility 
of combining the Laeken set of indicators into ‘subsidiarity-respecting’ synthetic 
indicators for social inclusion (Cherchye et al., 2004).

BOX 4: THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY: BOOSTING STATISTICAL CAPACITY

At the end of the 1990s, Belgium’s official statistical capacity with regard to poverty and social ex-
clusion faced real challenges, to put it mildly. The National Statistical Institute possessed hardly any 
know-how in this area, and the validity of the Belgian European Community Household Panel Study 
(ECHP) data was contested. 

This led to considerable confusion and sharp national debates: depending on the source used, Belgium 
performed between ‘very well’ and ‘average’ as compared to other countries. Even more important, 
there was no agreement about the long-term evolution of the poverty situation: according to Eurostat 
calculations, poverty was decreasing over time, while the Belgian data indicated the contrary. 

As a result of (a) Belgium’s high-profile commitment to find an agreement on the Laeken indicators 
for Social Inclusion during its Presidency and (b) the need to include commonly agreed indicators in 
the first NAP/SI due by September 2001, the inadequacy of national data collection and statistics was 
abruptly brought into the spotlight (Adriaensens et al., 2003; EAPN, 2003; Guio, 2003).

Source: compiled by author.

In terms of substantive impact, evidence about this early OMC period is somewhat 
inconclusive: The CNT-NAR was probably the most positive in its appreciation of the 
‘early OMC’: judging that the newly created structures allowed for a better unders-
tanding of policy problems and solutions, and helped to create a common vocabulary 
between the national and EU levels. What is more, Belgian social partners agreed that 
– in spite of its problematic lack of visibility – the OMC may ‘have made it possible to 
by-pass the classical institutional debate (federalisation or defederalisation), to deal with the 
issue of the fight against poverty through a gradual convergence of the policies undertaken by 
the federal and federated entities’ (CNT-NAR, 2005, p. 5).

While the latter may be overstretching things – especially in view of the CNT-
NAR’s own conclusion that the OMC only had a minor impact on the content 
of policies – it should be noted that the federal administration, for the first time, 
explains how a selection of some of the good practices of the second NAP/SI may be 
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pertinent for the other regions because they are on the agenda in the entire country 
(SPP Intégration Sociale/POD Maatschappelijke Integratie, 2005). In other words: 
a variety of actors seemed ready to engage in the OMC/SI.

1.2. OMC PENSIONS AND HEALTHCARE: SOWING THE SEEDS OF AN EU APPROACH
The rather abundant production of texts relating to the OMC/SI contrasts with the 
relatively small amount of material written by academics and policymakers, in the 
initial years of the Social OMC, about the pensions and health care strands. And 
yet the Open Method of Co-ordination on Pensions (OMC/P) was clearly among 
the three priorities the 2001 Belgian Presidency had set in the field of social affairs: 
“Firstly, to make European co-operation in the fight against poverty and social exclusion 
operational; secondly, to launch the OMC in the field of pensions; thirdly, to prepare 
the ground for reforming the current rules governing the co-ordination of social security 
schemes for mobile citizens” (Vandenbroucke, 2002a).

Belgium indeed prepared the ground for the OMC on pensions6 during its Presi-
dency. The combination of a high-level Presidency conference (Leuven, 19-20 Oc-
tober, 2001), prepared for by a scientific report7 encouraged a political compromise 
on the first cornerstone of the OMC/P: the Common Objectives.

In a critical article, Peemans-Poullet (2003) questioned the lack of a real gender 
dimension in this strand of the OMC and found that Belgium drew up its first 
‘strategic plan without women’, as competent advisory bodies such as the Equal 
Opportunities Council had not been consulted. More generally, one could say that 
the first National Strategy Report/Pensions (NSR/P) was a purely formal exercise, 
which only involved federal administrations (see Section 2.2.1) and thereby did 
not generate much enthusiasm. And yet, the OMC/P was fully supported by the 
Belgian social partners, who saw it as an opportunity to take a ‘balanced approach’ 
to pensions at the EU level, not limited to the financial dimension of the sustaina-
bility of pension systems (CNT-NAR and CCE-CRB, 2001). This interest was also 
confirmed by the aforementioned seminar (22 March 2005) which the CNT-NAR 
organised to evaluate the OMC/P.

In its first evaluation of the Social OMC, the EC explained that Belgium is amongst 
those countries (with the Netherlands and the UK) that claim that learning about 
pension reforms across the EU has positively impacted their policy making. Howe-
ver, no examples of the policy impact of the OMC/P in Belgium were provided. 

(6) Note that it was the 2002 Barcelona European Council (under Spanish Presidency) that formally launched 
the OMC on pensions at the highest political level.
(7) ‘A New Welfare Architecture for Europe?’ (Esping - Andersen et al., 2001).
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Belgium continued to push for the operationalisation of the OMC/P after the 2001 
Presidency, including through a range of influential texts (for example, Vanden-
broucke, 2002b).

The lack of attention given to the OMC on Health and Long term Care (OM-
C/H-LTC) in its early years can easily be understood. Firstly, the healthcare strand 
was effectively launched only with the streamlining of the Social OMC: it became 
operational as of 2005 as a result of Member State resistance to engage in this area 
(Baeten, 2002). Secondly, and as a related point, healthcare was not among the 
social priorities of the Belgian Presidency in 2001 and thus benefited less from the 
political momentum compared to the OMC/SI and OMC/P.

And yet, the Belgian Presidency was convinced that the increasing impact of Euro-
pean integration on health care systems justified the preparation of European coor-
dination in this field. With the aim of launching the European debate (Berghman 
and Okma, 2002b), an international Presidency Conference was organised (Ghent, 
7-8 December 2001) by the European Social Observatory on ‘European Integration 
and National Health care Systems: A Challenge for Social Policy’. Again, the confe-
rence was prepared for by a high-profile academic report (Mossialos et al., 2001). 
The conference and the report did exactly what they were supposed to do: they fed 
into the Laeken European Council Conclusions, which set the terms of the health-
care debate by requesting that “particular attention will have to be given to the impact 
of European integration on Member States’ health care systems” (Ibid).

Note that the Belgian (national and regional) Parliaments were completely absent 
from the initial OMC. We found one single Parliamentary question about the Social 
OMC, which deals with healthcare. The question – about the progress made with 
regard to the development of the OMC/H-LTC – was asked in November 2003; 
the minister found time to answer it fully 2.5 years later, and when he did he merely 
confirmed that Belgium had supported the implementation of an OMC in the field 
of health care and long term care, including the general objectives of accessibility, 
quality and financial sustainability (Parliament, 2003).

In sum, this section has explained that during the initial years of the Social OMC 
(2000-2005) in Belgium it sometimes seemed difficult to distinguish critical aca-
demic production from partisan stakeholder positions regarding this new process. 
Academics reflected on the detailed architecture of the OMC: when criticism was 
formulated, it was often paired with concrete suggestions for improvement of the 
process. At the same time, quite a few decision-makers published their views in 
scientific journals, more particularly the Belgian Review of Social Security (Revue belge 
de sécurité sociale-Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, RBSS-BTSZ), which 
seems to have been quite instrumental in this regard.
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Thus, a rough estimate shows that in the period 2000-2010 no less than 52 ar-
ticles – or about 15% of the total number of articles published in the RBSS-BTSZ 
over that decade – were primarily concerned with the OMC8. Nearly 60% of these 
articles were published in the years around the 2001 Belgian Presidency of the EU 
(2000-2002). Thus, in the year following the Presidency, no less than half of the 
RBSS-BTSZ-articles had a strong tie with the Social OMC (there were fourteen 
such articles in 2002); some eight OMC-related articles were published both in 
2000 and in 2001. As can be seen from Figure 1, nearly half of the 52 OMC-related 
articles published over the decade dealt with ‘Social Protection’ in general, while 
(unsurprisingly in view of the nature of the RBSS-BTSZ) a modest 6% dealt with 
employment issues; the remainder covered the specific strands of the Social OMC: 
health, poverty, and pensions.

FIGURE 1: ARTICLES RELATED TO THE OMC PUBLISHED IN RBSS-BTSZ BY STRAND: 2000-2010

This section has shown that due to the timeframe – the OMC/SI was launched 
very quickly, whereas the pensions and OMC/H-LTC developed much more slowly 
– the former was able to create a considerable degree of commitment, even in the 
first years, and initial procedural effects (boosting statistical capacity and actor in-

(8) The abstracts of the articles published in the Revue belge de sécurité sociale/Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale 
Zekerheid (2000 – 2010) were scanned on the presence of key words such as ‘Méthode ouverte de coordination’, 
‘Open Method of Coordination’ and ‘coopération ouverte’. These articles were selected if the abstract revealed 
that OMC was at the centre of the analysis (rather than simply mentioned).
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volvement) became apparent. Actors needed more time to embrace the OMC/P 
and OMC/H-LTC, but the seeds were sown. The next section explains more recent 
developments.

2. THE ‘STREAMLINED’ SOCIAL OMC (2006-2010): TIME FOR HARVEST

As explained above, the three sectoral strands of the ‘Social OMC’, covering so-
cial inclusion (since 2000), pensions (since 2001), and health and long-term care 
(since 2004), were ‘streamlined’ into a single overarching process in 2006. The main 
purpose was to enhance ‘the quality and coherence’ of ‘socio-economic governance 
of the EU’ and make the cooperation on social protection ‘more efficient and less 
burdensome’ (European Commission, 2003, p. 4). By bringing together three social 
policy fields which are substantially interdependent but often treated separately in 
institutional terms, many hoped that synergies could be generated and the treat-
ment of complex and multi-dimensional challenges improved. In effect, “the policy 
discussion in 2006-10 devoted significant attention to the questions of whether 
the three strands communicated with each other and decreased coordination costs, 
or, alternatively, whether it was just a familiar case of ‘EU spin’ trying to construct 
distinct areas as single policy” (Barcevicius et al., 2014).

A range of scholars and stakeholders have questioned streamlining has achieved any 
of its goals, and some even claim that ‘it is not apparent that the combination of 
the social inclusion, pensions and healthcare processes has produced any added va-
lue’ (Armstrong, 2010, p. 293). Perhaps this explains why many actors in our on-
line survey support the streamlining of the three strands, but are at the same time 
convinced that that it had not been implemented in Belgium during the period 
under scrutiny (2006-2010).

2.1. THE OMC SOCIAL INCLUSION PROCESS: AN EXAMPLE OF GOOD PRACTICE
Does the lack of enthusiasm for streamlining imply that Belgian actors rejected the 
revamped OMC process in the 2006-2010 period? The contrary seems to be the 
case: during our 2010 round of interviews, 20 respondents were explicitly asked 
whether they would, having considered the advantages and costs of their investment 
in the OMC, be in favour of abandoning the process. It may come as some surprise 
that not a single respondent expressed a preference for ‘abandoning’ the OMC. As we 
will see in the sections below, most actors seem to agree that the NSR process has 
led to tangible results in Belgium, and is therefore largely believed to be valuable.  In 
other words: it seems that the attitude towards the Social OMC was critically posi-
tive. What is it then, that leads most actors to commit to continuing this process? 
We first turn to the Social Inclusion OMC.
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2.1.1. Organisation of the Inclusion strand: towards quality of participation
Section 1.1. described how involvement of stakeholders in the preparation of the 
NAP/SI matured step by step. This continued in the 2006-2012 period: thus, the 
Actions Task Force met ten times to discuss several drafts of the 2008-2010 NSR, 
thereby providing for continued involvement of stakeholders, and rather intense 
inter-institutional coordination, throughout the writing process. As it seemed neces-
sary to create a platform where regional and federal decision-makers could meet ‘on 
their own’ (i.e. without the stakeholders), a smaller group was created that brought 
together administrations and government representatives.

There has been some participation by local actors through the Actions Task Force 
(social inclusion strand), but one of our respondents explained that it has become 
increasingly difficult to convince local actors to continue to take part in these (very 
technical) discussions, also because the OMC infrastructure changes so quickly that 
it is hard for people to stay up to speed (Interview, REG/MIN). The Federal Par-
liament was involved in the NSR Inclusion – for the first time – in June 2008: 
during this period of finalisation of the NSR Inclusion, the representative of the 
federal government (State Secretary) as well as other key stakeholders from the re-
gions (minister, representative from the administration and national and regional 
anti-poverty networks) took part in a Parliamentary session. According to an assess-
ment of stakeholder involvement in the Social OMC, ‘This was an important event, 
enabling Parliament to discuss the proposed plan on fighting poverty. Following the 
adoption of the plan in July 2008, information sessions with specific committees of 
the Parliament were also organised’ (INBAS and ENGENDER, 2010, p. 52).

Thus, Belgian authorities learned that their ‘participatory model’ could be further 
improved so as to raise the ‘quality of participation’, a notion that is now promoted 
by the EC so as to further increase pressure on the Member States in this respect 
(CEC, 2009). This by no means implies that the work is done. Several of our in-
terviewees still refer to ‘pro forma consultation’ (e.g. Interview, REG/MIN) or use 
similar terms to describe the situation whereby – in their view – the meetings of 
the Task Forces do not allow stakeholders (let alone people experiencing poverty) 
to really take part in the discussions. Since there are no standards for participation 
in Belgium, it is difficult to assess this in an objective way, but the 2008-2010 NSR 
indeed recognises that, in spite of real progress, much work still needs to be done 
in this respect.

2.1.2. Procedural effects: indicators, targets and ‘light’ steering effects
Section 1.1 described how the commitment to the Social OMC had a major impact 
on statistical capacity building in Belgium. A similar effect can be identified in a 
related area: target-setting. In the NSR 2006–2008, Belgium proposed a set of quan-
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titative targets: this was in fact the very first time that Belgium formally committed 
itself to explicit targets in this area. What is perhaps even more important is that 
these targets cover some of the most difficult policy areas in terms of the internal 
sharing of competencies. Thus, targets address housing, education and employment, 
which are mainly subnational (regional) competencies, but with important federal 
involvement.

The fact that these targets formally exist by no means implies that they have been 
thoroughly discussed, let alone that they are a main driver for policymaking. Thus 
a key federal actor explained how the targets ended up in the 2006-2008 NSR: 
‘The day before the final intercabinet meeting we sent our proposal to the cabinet. It was 
agreed without discussion, and integrated into the NAP – we are not even sure they know 
what they agreed to’ (Interview, SPP/IS-POD/MI).

The target section of the 2008-2010 NSR confirms that ‘light’ political weight is 
given to these targets. In fact the latest NSR notes that no progress has been made 
on any of the social inclusion targets, as compared to the situation at the time of 
the previous NSR (Belgian NSR 2008-2010, pp. 13-17). The new NSR therefore 
re-adopts the same targets as those set previously, without, however, assessing how 
these could be reached. It would be wrong to conclude from this that target setting 
in the context of the Social OMC is of no importance for Belgium. Firstly, we 
will show in Section 3.5 that the practice of adopting targets had spill-over effects 
beyond the Social OMC. Secondly, some of our interviewees argue that the current 
negotiations on the National Reform Programmes (Belgian NRP, 2012) under the 
European Semester drastically change the position of the social (inclusion) targets: 
these are now more frequently addressed and are being discussed far more seriously 
by social and economic policymakers (Interview, FPS/SS). Thirdly, the importance 
of having overall ‘Belgian’ targets (and not subnational ones) in the NSRs cannot 
be overestimated: it is widely acknowledged that pursuing each of these national 
targets – at some point in time – requires follow-up measures in different policy 
areas and at different levels of government. This in turn strengthens the demand for 
coordination at federal level.

A third procedural effect of Belgium’s commitment in the Social Inclusion strand 
is that federal administrations acquired an important role in the process. Thus, the 
meetings and proceedings of the aforementioned Actions and Indicator Task Forces 
are prepared and chaired by federal civil servants, from the Federal Social Integra-
tion and Social Security administrations, respectively. In addition, the federal Social 
Integration administration interpreted its role very broadly in setting the abovemen-
tioned national targets, convincing the other levels of government to play along. 
The same is true for the decision on the priorities of the social inclusion part of the 
NSR (Interview, SPP/IS-POD/MI). The least one can say is that the federal level has 
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regained – through the new institutional structures described for the purpose of the 
Social OMC – a better overview of the poverty policies of the Belgian Regions and 
the Communities (based on cultural and linguistic differences: the Flemish, French- 
and German-language Communities). But one could also speak of a ‘light steering 
effect’ or a ‘more active vertical coordination’ than in the past.

A fourth procedural effect of the Social Inclusion strand of the OMC derives from 
the fact that, on paper at least, the aforementioned Indicators and Actions Task 
Forces are meant to monitor and evaluate the social inclusion strand of the NSRs. To 
this end, a monitoring instrument for the NAP/SI was set up by the federal Social 
Integration administration. At the time of the 2006-2008 NSR, there was some 
hope that external (EU) pressure on those involved in social policymaking would 
contribute to a mind shift in this respect. Since the 2008-2010 NSR, however, we 
know that the Social OMC perhaps contributed to a ‘spirit of evaluation’ in Belgian 
social inclusion policymaking (Morissens and Nicaise, 2007, p. 17), but important 
technical and other obstacles still impede the implementation of genuine monito-
ring of measures.

There is some evidence that the preparation of the NAPs/SI has led to increased ef-
forts to coordinate and streamline policy initiatives across social inclusion sectors within 
the Brussels Region. After the 2006-2008 NSR the Brussels government announced 
that it would start elaborating strategic poverty reports as of 2008, which – accor-
ding to the coordinator of the Brussels Region part of the NAP/SI – would probably 
not have happened without the EU (Interview, REG/MIN). The influence of the 
Social OMC on the emergence of the Brussels Poverty Report is also evident from 
the draft piece of legislation that proposed it (Béghin, 2005): a large part of the 
legitimation consists of references to the OMC. The Brussels Poverty Report (which 
includes a bi-annual Action Plan against Poverty), was issued for the first time in 
2008. It not only refers to the EU process, but it also uses the Laeken indicators 
wherever possible, pushing (hard) for the oversampling of EU-SILC so that the 
indicators can be applied to Brussels.

2.1.3. Substantive effects: soft governance in social inclusion acquires ‘bite’
In addition to undeniable procedural effects, the OMC triggered quite a direct po-
licy shift: the arrival of child poverty in the political arena. The 2007 Joint Report 
highlighted that the third policy priority in the Belgian NSR 2006-2008 was ‘to 
tackle child poverty by breaking the poverty cycle’ (CEC, 2007). According to Mo-
rissens et al. (2007, p. 5) ‘the choice of child poverty as one of the policy priorities in the 
Belgian NAP/Inclusion illustrates the growing influence of Europe and the OMC on the 
Belgian social inclusion agenda’. Prior to its appearance in the 2006-2008 NSR, child 
poverty was not explicitly on the political agenda, to the point that children living in 
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poverty were almost invisible in the Belgian social inclusion discourse (Ibid).

Thus, child poverty has been catapulted from the OMC into the Belgian political 
arena through external pressure. Many actors (both governmental and stakehol-
ders) remain sceptical towards the issue from a normative perspective: they do not 
think the poverty debate should be reduced to this narrow focus. In this context a 
trade unionist said that an ‘OMC alibi’ is not ambitious enough (Interview, FGTB-
ABVV). At the same time, however, key actors quickly revised their position towards 
it and by and large embraced the concept of child poverty for pragmatic reasons: 
they feel that in spite of the risks it entails the issue helps to keep poverty on the 
agenda more generally (see Box 5). It is acknowledged that a number of blind spots 
in the knowledge about this issue were uncovered through the work on child po-
verty (e.g. teenage pregnancies, children’s experience of poverty, and the situation 
of migrant children), especially because the search for indicators only started after 
it was decided to select child poverty as a priority in the NAP/SI (Morissens et al., 
2007, pp. 7, 23).

BOX 5: THE AGENDA-SETTING EFFECTS OF THE CHILD POVERTY ISSUE

During the weeks before the May 2009 European elections, a picture of a pretty girl saying ‘I wish 
I were a cow’ (‘Ik wou dat ik een koe was’; a slogan also broadcast on radio and television) drew 
attention to the assertion that ‘thanks to 41 billion European agricultural subsidies there are no cows 
living in poverty. But what about the 19 million poor children in Europe’? The intense look of the 
ten-year-old was probably meant to underline that Flemish social democrats were serious about their 
‘zero tolerance regarding child poverty’.

The Flemish Minister-President Kris Peeters launched himself into the fight against child poverty by 
naming the issue as one of the desired priorities of Belgium’s 2010 EU-Presidency (Flemish Govern-
ment, 2009a, p. 13).

In its ‘Pact 2020’ the Flemish government and key stakeholders went one step further and committed 
themselves to a concrete target in this policy area: the intensive fight against poverty and social exclu-
sion should result within a decade in ‘halving the number of children born in poverty’ (Pact 2020, 
2009, p. 28).

At the local level, several communities picked up the issue of child poverty as a new theme, as a result 
of earmarked resources being made available by the federal government (e.g. a number of projects 
in the city of Leuven); other cities organised a European peer review on child poverty (Sint-Niklaas) 
or announced they would boost their efforts regarding this issue (Mechelen and Aalst) (Het Laatste 
Nieuws, October, November and December 2010).

Source: compiled by author.
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2.2. THE OMC PENSIONS PROCESS: SUBSTANTIVE EFFECTS AGAINST THE ODDS

2.2.1. The pensions strand: ‘We are not going to interview all pensioners, are we’?
The pensions chapter of the two NSRs under scrutiny was coordinated by the Fe-
deral Public Service (FPS) for Social Security, while the Cabinet of the Minister for 
Pensions had the ultimate responsibility. The FPS received contributions from insti-
tutions such as the Planning Bureau, the Banking, Finance and Insurance Commis-
sion (CBFA), now Financial Services and Markets Authority (FSMA) and SIGE-
DIS. For ‘historical’ reasons (read: because of institutional tensions), the National 
Pension Office is surprisingly enough not actively involved in the writing process, 
even though its data are used. Neither is the Pension Service for the Public Sector 
(PDOS-SdPSP), as including information on this branch is considered as ‘compli-
cating things’ (Interview, FPS/SS). A difference between the two NSR rounds is that 
for the 2006-2008 report, a formal structure was set up for this inter-institutional 
consultation, while for the 2008-2010 NSR the other administrations simply sent 
their contributions (mainly data) to the SPF (Interview, FPS/SS).

The drawing up of the pensions chapter of the 2006-2008 NSR was confined to an 
‘inner circle’ of policymakers (cabinet and administration). The national ministry 
(FPS Social Security) acted as a gatekeeper of the process, and no new actors were 
brought to the table. The one exception is that the Advisory Committee for the 
Pension Sector was formally involved, but federal civil servants (some of whom had 
some difficulties in remembering the actual name of the Committee during the 
interviews) admitted that its contribution had not been taken into account; and 
that some had raised questions as regards the representativeness of this pensions 
stakeholder organisation. A top civil servant explained that when she proposed to 
‘open up’ the writing of the NSR, the (political) cabinet answered with a rhetorical 
question: ‘we are not going to interview all pensioners, are we?’ (Interview, FPS/SS).

The situation remained largely unchanged for the preparation of the 2008-2010 
Belgian NSR, which explicitly recognises that considerable effort is needed in this 
respect (Belgian NSR 2008-2010). Note that the aforementioned Advisory Com-
mittee for the Pension Sector was again not consulted in due time regarding the 
2008-2010 NSR, which led to ‘a tirade’ from the Committee (two interviews, FPS/
SS). Even though Parliaments have not engaged in debates about the pensions strand 
of the Social OMC, parliamentary questions have been asked about the replacement 
rates (Interview, CAB/FED).

With such a ‘closed shop’ preparation, it will come as no surprise that many actors 
were not very satisfied about the way their contribution was taken on board in the 
NSR. Participation in the case of pensions is understood as ‘information’, namely 
through the social partners gathered in the CNT-NAR-NAR. Perhaps surprisingly, 
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our respondents from both sides of industry explained that these information ses-
sions actually put them in a far better position than most of their European counter-
parts (both employers and employees), who would be even less informed. At some 
point employer representatives from other Member States even asked whether the 
Belgian employer representative in the CNT-NAR-NAR could circulate the confi-
dential SPC and ISG documents (Interview, FEB-VBO). 

2.2.2. Substantive effects in the area of Pensions: GRAPA and the Generation Pact
Our research has not been able to identify any procedural effects on pension poli-
cies in Belgium. By contrast, there seems to be wide agreement among key Belgian 
players that the OMC/P in substantive terms promoted a focus on a minimum 
pension, a three-pillar pension model (in Belgium this means: increasing the 2nd 
and especially the 3rd – private – pension pillar), and the actuarial neutrality of 
pension systems (Interviews, FPS/SS, PLAN and SPC). The latter idea at least seems 
to conflict with the dominant concept in Belgium, but, according to one Belgian 
SPC member, ‘it is the Commission that distils these key messages from the melting 
pot of very diverse policy initiatives and orientations of the Member States; namely 
those messages which resonate with the Commission’s concerns’ (Interview, SPC). 
According to the same Belgian SPC member ‘it has become increasingly difficult to 
change one word in the discourse of the European Commission’.

There are also two illustrations of revisions of national legislation as a result (or 
better: with the help) of the OMC. The first is the significant increase of the mini-
mum income for elderly people (Garantie de revenus aux personnes âgées or ‘GRAPA’ 
in French in December 2006, followed by further increases afterwards). A former 
Belgian Minister for Pensions explains: ‘We justified the increase in the GRAPA by 
pointing out that the benefit levels were below the European risk-of-poverty line. 
Probably no one would dare to reverse that decision, since it would give the message 
that older people are pushed below the poverty line once again’ (Interview, FED/
MIN).

In more recent years, the European at-risk-of-poverty norm acquired a broader 
mobilising character, including in budgetary negotiations (Hamel and Vanhercke, 
2009). This can be seen in the fact that the minimum pension for self-employed 
workers was raised to the GRAPA level (Interview, FPS/SS), and ‘to determine 
whether people are entitled to free legal assistance, the European risk-of-poverty 
norm is also the relevant criterion now’ (Interview, CAB/FED).

A second tangible example of OMC influence on Belgian legislation can be seen 
in the 2005 Generation Pact, which was later transposed into Belgian legislation 
(Belgian NSR 2008-2010, pp. 117-118). One of its key negotiators from the trade 
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union side explained: ‘Since the European objectives already determined the prio-
rities, actors within the CNT-NAR-NAR probably felt less compelled to ‘occupy 
the territory’’ (Interview, CNT-NAR-NAR). Another negotiator confirms: ‘It is EU 
pressure that led to the Generation Pact. So you could say that soft law has legal 
consequences, since one is obliged to take measures’ (Interview, CGSLB-ACLVB). 
It seems that trade union attitudes towards soft law are rather mixed: some use the 
term ‘terror of benchmarks’, while confirming that ‘they are also a very important 
authoritative argument, and we have learned to use them when it suits us’ (Interview, 
CSC-ACV). The Pact increased the age criterion for early retirement benefits: actors 
from the trade unions’ and employers’ sides involved in the process confirm that 
European discourse, studies, arguments and statistics played a key role in this. The 
Generation Pact seems to be a case where the OMC enabled political entrepreneurs 
to push an idea whose time had come onto the decision-making table.

According to this key trade unionist, the European debate creates ‘a context in 
which one can convince others that there is no other option than to talk about the 
need to reform the Belgian pensions system, and to find an agreement (Interviews 
FGTB-ABVV and CAB/FED). Comparisons with other countries, through joint 
econometric analysis, further reinforce the arguments for reform, as they often show 
that the Belgian pensions system is ‘immobile’ (for example, in comparison with 
Sweden or The Netherlands). As a result of this EU pressure on pension reform, 
‘everyone, including the trade unions, now realises that we need a second reform, 
and after that a third reform’ (Interview, PLAN). In a similar way, OMC messages, 
in combination with pressure from the European Employment Strategy, have made 
the magnitude of the early retirement problem crystal clear to Belgian social policy 
makers and have contributed to an important mind-shift among trade unions: ‘The 
European reference framework led actors to accept early retirement as ‘the Belgian 
problem’ and no longer as ‘the Belgian model’ (two interviews, EMCO; for further 
details on the pensions OMC, see Vanhercke, 2009).

2.3. THE VIRTUAL REALITY OF THE OMC HEALTH AND LONG-TERM CARE

2.3.1. Organisation of the Health and Long-Term Care strand: a closed shop
One example of value added by the health care section of the NSR that is now being 
identified is that it is considered by some to be the only document in Belgium that 
provides a comprehensive overview (in Dutch and French) of the health care policies 
of all levels of government in Belgium9. Regrettably, in view of the human resources 

(9) But see the Health Care Systems in Transition (HiT) country profiles (analytical description of a health 
care system and of reform initiatives) produced by the European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies. 
For more information: http://www.euro.who.int/en/home/projects/observatory/publications/health-system-
profiles-hits.
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invested in this document, only its authors are aware of its existence and thus its 
value-added. The NSR’s health care chapter is the result of consultation between se-
veral administrations: in this case an ad hoc platform was created, bringing together 
the FPS for Social Security (which is again in charge of the overall coordination), the 
International Department of the FPS Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, 
and the administrations of the three Communities. According to our interviewees, 
this (new) inter-institutional coordination improved between the two rounds of 
NSR. However, key institutional players such as the sickness funds and the health 
care providers are not involved at all, while the National Institute for Health and 
Disability Insurance (INAMI-RIZIV) contribution is largely formal. Actors from 
other-than-social-policy fields have not been involved in the elaboration of the diffe-
rent sections of the NSRs: it is quite striking, for example, that the Finance Ministry 
is not involved, at all, in the drafting of the health care (or pensions) section. In 
terms of stakeholder participation the drafting of the health care section of the NSR 
can hardly be considered as a model: it only involves administrations.

In sum, while the ‘quality’ of stakeholder involvement in the Belgian NSR evolved 
considerably over the past decade in the field of inclusion, a lot of progress is still 
to be made, especially in health care, and pensions: these are increasingly closed 
shops. Clearly, the very modest efforts undertaken by the administration to involve 
stakeholders depend, partially but crucially, on the importance given to this Eu-
ropean exercise by the (political) cabinet and thus, ultimately, by the Ministers. 
According to several of our interviewees, this ‘interest’ from consecutive Pensions 
Ministers in the OMC has steadily declined, to put it mildly (Interview, FPS/SS). 
In the case of health care, it was simply never there, confirming the picture of the 
healthcare OMC as ‘virtual reality’.

2.3.2. Procedural effects in Health Care: a missed window of opportunity
As explained in the previous section, the FPS Social Security created a new platform 
for discussion between several federal and regional administrations, in order to draft 
the health care section of the NSR. This platform could be considered as quite 
unique, in the sense that there is no other platform in Belgium where all federal 
and Community administrations consult with one another. This is why the FPS 
Social Security intended to institutionalise this newly created structure, with a view 
to organising the follow-up and monitoring of the health care section of the NSR. 
This plan, however, was postponed due to the overloaded agenda of the 2010 Bel-
gian Presidency of the EU; afterwards, the window of opportunity closed (Interview, 
FPS/SS).



248

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

2.3.3. Substantive effects in Health Care: looking for a needle in the haystack
There is no solid evidence confirming any substantive policy change as a result 
of Belgium’s involvement in the OMC/H-LTC. And yet, even if this may be like 
‘looking for a needle in the haystack’ (Vanhercke and Wegener, 2012, developments 
regarding the issue of health inequalities should be further considered, as they may 
point to a more substantive impact of the OMC. Thus, some of our interviewees 
claimed that the Commission’s insistence on the topic of health inequalities – 
through the joint reports, indicator development, and an SPC Opinion as well as 
through PROGRESS funding in support of innovative action in this field, etc. – led 
to increased awareness of this topic, which was also included in the 2010 EPSCO 
Council Conclusions.

3. EXPLAINING OMC INFLUENCE: MECHANISMS OF CHANGE

3.1. LEARNING BY COMPARISON AND ITERATION
A more systematic comparison with other countries is cited by most of the actors 
as one of the most important contributions of the Social OMC: almost invariably, 
our interviews confirm that the OMC has increased institutionalised awareness of 
policies, practices, and performances in other countries, by non-state as well as by 
governmental actors. The OMC makes it easier to compare performance with other 
countries, which has become regular practice, also among social partners (Interview, 
CNT-NAR-NAR).

Such comparison does not always happen ‘out in the open’, as one academic invol-
ved in the drafting of the 2003 ‘WAP’ reform of the 2nd pensions pillar (Moniteur 
Belge-Belgisch Staatsblad, 2003) explained: ‘Even if the inspiration from abroad is 
evident, it happened entirely under the radar. In one meeting the minister explicitly asked 
us not to refer to what we had learned from these foreign comparisons’ (Interview, ACAD).

Even though one of our interviewees explained that this particular example of ‘lear-
ning from abroad’ had taken place outside the context of the Social OMC (i.e. in 
bilateral meetings), another interviewee was of the strong opinion that the OMC 
contributed to creating a setting in which such ‘looking over one’s shoulder’ be-
came much easier (Interview, FPS/SS). One particular consequence of writing NSRs 
together in a country such as Belgium is that existing differences in subnational 
policymaking are more easily comparable. This is for example the case with regard 
to cross-sectoral policy integration in social inclusion policies: through the Social 
OMC the great variety between the regions was brought into the spotlight.

If and when an alteration of views occurs through participation in the OMC, it does 
not happen overnight, but rather gradually, through repetition of policy discourse. 
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One key actor explains: ‘one can imagine Europe’s influence as a trickle-down effect: 
Europe puts forth its ideas slowly and calmly, which allows certain issues to be brought to 
the table, some of which suit us, others do not’ (Interview, FGTB-ABVV). Or, as one 
(OMC-critical) representative of the Belgian employers’ federation put it: ‘The OMC 
has produced a number of fancy studies about pension systems in the Member States, 
and that’s it. […] But then again if a message about social adequacy (BV) is repeated 
often enough, it influences our minds anyway’ (Interview, FEB-VBO).

Policy learning is one of the key goals of the PROGRESS peer reviews, even if 
the reasons why participants engage in peer reviews can be quite diverse (Box 6). 
Since the launch of the peer review exercise in 2004, Belgium has hosted seven 
peer reviews (the first one in 2005), while it has participated in sixteen peer re-
views organised by other countries. This clearly flags Belgium as a strong supporter 
of the European peer review exercise, which contrasts with the overall decline in 
the interest of Member States during the last few years. Importantly, those respon-
dents who have participated in a peer review are almost invariably satisfied about 
the information provided and the issues discussed, and would very much like to be 
involved more often – that is, if the peer review is directly relevant for their work, 
which normally means that it is as practical and detailed as possible (Interviews, 
PERMREP, CPAS-OCMW, FEB-VBO). Quite obviously, not all peer reviews suc-
ceed: one such review hosted by Belgium on minimum pensions (PROGRESS Peer 
Review on Minimum Incomes and Women’s Poverty’, 20 June 2006) was described 
by a high-level civil servant as a ‘sad experience’, since at the end of the day ‘the other 
countries had a completely wrong picture of our minimum pensions and we did not 
know which concepts we were discussing’ (Interview, FPS/SS).

BOX 6: REASONS FOR PROGRESS PEER REVIEW PARTICIPATION

First, peer reviews sometimes help to solve a specific policy problem ‘here and now’ (Interview, REG/
MIN). Thus, for the development of a ‘poverty test’ in Flanders, civil servants explained that they care-
fully studied the results of a peer review on Social Impact Assessment held in Slovakia in November 
2008, and drew inspiration from the countries that presented their experience (Ibid).

Quite often, European peer reviews are described as a ‘general source of inspiration’ (also with regard 
to what not to do) that will serve ‘at some point in time’: what has been learned during the peer review 
will (necessarily) be combined with many other influences and ideas from other settings. In that sense, 
one actor is of the opinion that ‘trying to establish the ultimate proof that a peer review brought about 
any specific idea is like looking for the Holy Grail. The influence of the OMC is never exclusive, it 
brings its stone to the edifice’ (Interview, FPS/SS);

For some actors, these peer reviews help to put their own work in perspective and ‘de-dramatise’ 
the problems with which Belgium is faced (Interviews, PERMREP, CAB/FED); finally, one health 
care actor saw the in-depth peer review as an essential learning platform for European Commission 
officials, ‘who know very little about the health care systems of the 27 Member States and as a result 
underestimate the impact of their own legal proposals’ (Interview, PERMREP).

Source: OSE and PPMI (2012).
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3.2. TRUST-BUILDING AND LEGITIMATION
For several of our interviewees it matters a great deal whether ‘new’ ideas emanate 
from the Social OMC, or derive from other sources. In the area of pensions, for 
example, one could argue that Belgium did not need the Social OMC to raise the 
issue of the financial sustainability of its pension system: the Economic Policy Com-
mittee (EPC) and the OECD had already done a fine job in this regard. And yet, 
key actors confirm that the feedback provided on the poor performance of Member 
States’ pensions systems was considered far more legitimate, since the SPC and DG 
Social Affairs of the EC were involved, than previous reports that emanated from the 
EPC or the OECD alone. In other words, the OMC gave a legitimate basis to and 
raised awareness of difficult messages about budgetary constraints, now that they are 
backed up by the social wing of the process, which can be trusted.

Working together in the institutional bodies that were created to prepare the NAP/
SI seems to have spilled over into ‘conscious learning from each other, between the 
regions’ (Interview, REG/MIN), for example with regard to involving in policyma-
king  people who have experienced poverty (Interview, FPS/SS). Again, increased trust 
between the parties involved plays a key role: we can be a bit sharper towards each other, 
now that we know each other and know what to expect. […] We can do so, because people 
feel safer now (interview, CAB/FED). The national coordinators of the Belgian NAP/
SI indeed see an increase in interregional exchanges, and refer to ‘a kind of OMC wit-
hin Belgium’, which is accompanied by increased informal contacts between regional 
and federal civil servants (Interview, SPP/IS-POD/MI), a new feature in Belgian social 
policymaking (Interview, NET/POOR). In principle this could also happen without 
the OMC, but the number of places with a broader view on the whole country, and 
where exchanges of ideas are possible, have become scarce.

3.3. LEVERAGE: GAMES REAL ACTORS PLAY
Clearly, messages from the Social OMC do not simply ‘fall’ into the domestic arena. 
The pension replacement rates, for example, were seized on and widely covered in 
the press by the president of the Flemish social democrats (sp.a) during the run-up 
to the federal elections in 2007. Johan Vande Lanotte indeed promised that his 
party would raise the pension replacement rate to an average of 70% (Knack, 31 
January 2007, p. 10). The idea was immediately picked up by the president of the 
French-speaking socialists (Parti Socialiste), who declared that his party aimed at a 
replacement rate of 75% (Interview, CAB/FED). As the former Head of Cabinet of 
the Minister for pensions explained: ‘the OMC was used to make the issues at stake 
in the elections clearer and increase the pressure in view of the upcoming governmen-
tal negotiations (Interview, CAB/FED). These pension replacement rates are being 
actively used by trade unions to raise an issue to the decision-making agenda, no-
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tably to show that Belgian pensions are relatively low in comparison to other coun-
tries (Swaerts, 2004, p. 14; Interview, CNT-NAR-NAR). Box 7 below illustrates – 
through the empirical example of pension replacement rates – how process tracing, 
combining in-depth interviews with key actors and detailed documentary research, 
contributes to understanding the impact of the Social OMC.

One illustration of how to ‘use Europe’ in the field of social inclusion is provided 
by the revamped Brussels Barometer, which is now part of the Brussels Poverty Re-
port. One (OMC-sceptical) interviewee explained that since this Barometer uses the 
Laeken indicators and speaks euro-speak (notably child poverty), its political mes-
sages acquire far more resonance. As discussed above, some actors ensured that the 
EU poverty norm would spill over from the Social OMC into a number of adjacent 
policy areas. One trade unionist explains: ‘at our congress in 2002 we demanded 
that all the minima in social security should be raised to 60 per cent of the median 
income’ (Interview, CSC-ACV). A draft resolution adopted by the Senate in No-
vember 2007 used the European poverty norm to propose an increase of social secu-
rity and minimum benefits to this level (Sénat de Belgique-Belgische Senaat, 2007).
101112

BOX 7: TRACING THE INFLUENCE OF THE SOCIAL OMC: THE CASE OF PENSION 
REPLACEMENT RATES

A former Director-general at the Ministry for Social Affairs, who had been responsible for writing two 
of the Belgian National Strategic Reports on pensions, made a strong statement during an interview10. 
He claimed that the influential Study Committee on Ageing (‘Study Committee’) was influenced, in 
the calculation of its pension replacement rates, by the work done on this topic in the Social Protection 
Committee’s Subgroup on Indicators. 

This came as some surprise, since another highly informed civil servant, working at the Banking, 
Finance and Insurance Commission, had explained in a previous interview that the Study Committee 
had been using replacement rates before the ISG subgroup started working on this topic (in 2003), 
and that it did so based on calculations of the Planning Bureau11. Therefore, this respondent did not 
see a significant influence coming from the OMC. 

The question then is: how do we account for these apparently contradictory pieces of information 
provided by two highly informed civil servants?

The initial Annual Reports of the Study Committee seem to confirm the ‘no influence’ scenario: 
macro-economic replacement rates for pensions have been used by the Study Committee as of its first 
report in 200212, i.e. immediately after the formal launch of the pensions strand of the Social OMC, 
and before the ISG started working on this topic. These macro-economic replacement rates (the rate 
between average pension and the average income of different categories of active persons in a given 
year) are calculated by the Planning Bureau in the context of their involvement in the Economic Policy 
Committee (EPC)’s Working Group on Ageing.

(10) Interview, Former Director General, Federal Public Service for Social Security, 14 December 2010.
(11) Interview, Member of Management Committee, Banking, Finance and Insurance Commission, 2010.
(12) Comité d’Etude sur le Vieillissement, Rapport annuel 2002, Brussels: Conseil Supérieur des Finances, p. 57 
/ Studiecommissie voor de Vergrijzing, Jaarlijks verslag 2002, Hoge Raad van Financïen,  p. 58.
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However, an examination of the Study Committee’s following Annual Reports tells a different sto-
ry. Thus, the 2004 Annual Report explains that the replacement rates examined are now based on 
the contribution of the Belgian delegation to the ISG’s first report on prospective pension replace-
ment rates13. The Study Committee’s Annual report of 2005 then combines the previously deve-
loped macro-economic replacement rates with the micro-economic replacement rates developed in 
the context of the OMC. The latter reflect the level of pension income the first year after retirement 
as a percentage of individual earnings at the moment of take-up of pensions. The Study Committee’s 
2008 Annual Report continues to use both types of replacement rates, but “micro economic” replace-
ment rates are now labelled “theoretical”, using OMC jargon. The Study Committee’s 2009 and 2010 
Annual Reports, finally, present a number of indicators taken from EU-SILC, including aggregate 
replacement rates (a comparison is made with neighbouring EU Member States as well as the EU 25) 
and the ‘at-risk-of-poverty’ rate for persons aged 65 years and over.

In sum, it seems that both our interviewees were right about ‘their’ side of the story: while the Study 
Committee on Ageing continued to use the calculations from the Federal Planning Bureau, their 
analysis was further enriched (and thus influenced), first by the ISG’s theoretical replacement rates 
and later by EU-SILC indicators. 

Source: compiled by author.13

In a similar vein, the fact that Belgian policymakers did actually adapt their ways 
of doing things with regard to actor involvement (see Sections 1.1. and 2.1.1.) is 
no coincidence. The coordinator of the Belgian NAP/SI explains: ‘The sector of 
organisations where the poor take the floor constantly refer to participation in the 
NAP/SI to underline the fourth Nice Objective concerning the mobilisation of ac-
tors. […] ‘Mobilisation’ works as leverage, a powerful argument’ (Interview, SPP/
IS-POD/MI).

The fact that this strategy has actual consequences is illustrated by the Walloon 
Combat Poverty Forum, which ‘drew inspiration from its Flemish counterparts, 
which have been structurally involved in the NAP/SI for a long time, and are now 
being invited to participate in the meetings’ (Interview, SPP/IS-POD/MI). The 
Combat Poverty Forum is now entitled to structural funding as well. ‘In this way 
the OMC provides stakeholders with a place in policymaking they never obtained 
before’ (Ibid). In other words, it seems that the OMC ‘gives legitimacy to participa-
tion’ (Interview REG/MIN).

3.4. MAINSTREAMING POLICYMAKING
Whereas the design and follow-up of the first Belgian NAP/SI had to some extent 
been ‘disconnected from "mainstream" policymaking and evaluation fora’ (Nicaise 
et al., 2003), the OMC/SI more recently acquired strong ‘ownership’ (Morissens 
and Nicaise, 2007, p. 4). And whereas there used to be some competition between 
the NAP/SI on the one hand and the biannual reports on the evolution of pover-

(13) Social Protection Committee, Current and prospective pension replacement rates, Brussels, 2004.
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ty produced by the Resource Centre on the other hand, a key actor explains that 
there is now also a clear ‘division of labour’ between the two plans (Interview, SPP/
IS-POD/MI). A further indication of the ‘mainstreaming’ of the social inclusion 
strand is that the ‘Indicators’ and ‘Actions’ Task Forces are increasingly integrated 
into pre-existing national coordination mechanisms, such as the Inter-Ministerial 
Conference (IMC) for Social Integration, which was set up to achieve greater cohe-
rence in social inclusion policies14. In other words, the social inclusion strand of the 
Social OMC has been increasingly embedded into the mainstream policy architec-
ture at the national level and thereby increased its influence. No such mainstreaming 
or integration is taking place in the fields of pensions or health care.

3.5. DISSEMINATION OF THE OMC TOOLBOX: TOWARDS A GOVERNANCE TEMPLATE?
One of the more recent mechanisms through which the OMC is strengthening its 
domestic impact in Belgium is the dissemination of the OMC toolbox to a range of 
policy fields and levels of government. The 2008 federal governmental agreement 
referred, for the first time, to ‘increasing the replacement rate’ of pensions (Federal 
Government, 2008, p. 13). The practice of organising peer reviews on a variety of 
topics has been spreading at the federal level (e.g. on the ‘Communication on Pen-
sion Rights in Europe’, ONP and ESIP, 2010), at the regional level such as on inte-
grated services for target groups, access to housing and inclusive education (Flemish 
Parliament, 2010, p. 11), and also at the local level (including on child poverty).

The 2010 Policy Memorandum, from the Flemish minister for Poverty Reduction, 
Ingrid Lieten, contains multiple references to OMC instruments (National Action 
Plan, indicators, child poverty, European and Flemish peer reviews, benchmarking, 
etc.). In the same Policy Memorandum, the at-risk-of-poverty norm is confirmed as 
the dominant threshold when the Vice Minister-President uses it as a benchmark to 
raise ‘all minimum benefits’ (Flemish Parliament, 2010, p. 12). In other words, the 
OMC is not simply ‘referred to’ in this regional government programme; in this case 
its content has also impacted its level of ambition.

The Flemish ‘Pact 2020’ (see Section 2.1.3.) represents a commitment by the entire 
regional government, the employers’ organisations and the unions (united in the 
Social Economic Council of Flanders, SERV) as well as a variety of associations from 
civil society, to twenty quantified objectives. For each of these targets, the Pact stipu-
lates how progress will be measured, how indicators are defined, which sources are 
used, etc. (Pact 2020, 2010). One of the objectives of ‘Pact 2020’ is to ensure that 
every family in Flanders has an income above the European poverty line by 2020.

(14) The IMC for Social Integration is entrusted with the design and monitoring of coordinated government 
policies at all levels of government. It is supposed to meet at least twice a year, but this varies a great deal.
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What about the use of OMC in policy areas outside the immediate scope of the So-
cial OMC? In 2004, the Flemish Minister for Equal Opportunities (Kathleen Van 
Brempt) launched an ‘OMC’ in equal opportunities to integrate the policies of the 
different departments (Flemish Government, 2004, pp. 23-25). Interestingly, the 
use of the OMC as a governance tool in the area of equal opportunities has been 
codified, in 2008 in a Decree (Flemish Parliament, 2008). The Decree transposes 
several EU equal treatment Directives into Flemish legislation and thereby provides 
the overall framework for the Flemish equal opportunities and equal treatment po-
licy (see Box 8).

BOX 8: A FLEMISH OMC IN EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES

The Flemish Policy Memorandum defines this Flemish OMC as ‘a learning process in which explicit, 
clear, and mutually agreed equal opportunity objectives are defined, after which ‘peer review’ enables 
the policy entrepreneurs in the various Flemish issue areas to examine best practices’; and to learn from 
each other’s successes and failures (Flemish Parliament, 2010, p. 12).

Each minister in the Flemish government is invited to set equal opportunity objectives, which should 
be translated into (realistic and ambitious) benchmarks; quantifiable indicators will be used to measure 
progress (Ibid).

The OMC toolbox is considered part of ‘coordinated and coherent’ policymaking in this area: this in-
cludes strategic objectives (Ibid, Article 9), as well as an integrated action plan (Ibid, Article 10) which 
should be updated every two years and should include for each policy area, operational objectives, a 
time schedule, analysis, actions, indicators, and the planned resources and instruments (Ibid, Article 
10, Sections 1-6).

The current Flemish Minister for Equal opportunities started a new cycle of the OMC in this area 
for the period 2010 – 2014 with updated objectives; his Policy Memorandum refers 24 times to the 
OMC (Flemish Government, 2009b).

Source: compiled by author.

The Walloon Government equally discovered the OMC for regional policymaking. 
The 2004 – 2009 governmental agreement launched the renewed ‘Contrat d’Avenir’ 
(contract for the future) as an ‘innovative governance method’ that is wrapped up 
in OMC-speak (Walloon Government, 2004). The agreement refers to ‘transver-
sal strategic plans’, ‘qualitative and quantitative targets’ which will need ‘systematic 
monitoring’ through ‘impact indicators’, ‘reporting’ and ‘enforced evaluation’. Note 
that a group of more than 100 Belgian economists proposed at the beginning of 
2008, that the coordination of regional employment policies be backed “by agreed-
upon regional targets and mutual surveillance, in a way similar to the Open Method 
of Coordination (be it with a higher degree of enforceability than in the EU case)”15. 
Similarly, they suggest that redistributive policies should be benchmarked through 

(15)  Reforming the Belgian institutions: Combining flexibility and coordination, 26 January,  2008, p. 5. 
http://www.cairn.info/load_pdf.php?ID_ARTICLE=RPVE_481_0035.
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social security (regional transfers): this can be done “within Belgium, but also rela-
tive to other regions in Europe” (Ibid, p. 6).

It is equally noteworthy that some local communities and Public Centres for So-
cial Assistance (CPAS-OCMW) are ‘picking up’ elements from the social inclusion 
OMC (see Box 9).

BOX 9: LOCAL ‘OPEN COORDINATION’ IN SOCIAL INCLUSION

The largest Public Centres for Social Assistance, in the City of Antwerp, described their ambition 
(‘strategic plan,’ October 2010) to reduce the number of early school leavers to a maximum of 10%, 
and the proportion of people living below the poverty line to 25% by 2020 (Het Laatste Nieuws, 13 
October 2010, p. 19).

The Public Centre for Social Welfare of the city of Leuven explicitly adopted the same 3 key priorities 
as the 2006-2008 Belgian NAP/SI as this ‘made it easier to justify the Policy Memorandum 2007-
2012. So in a way, Europe is a trick’ (Interview, CPAS-OCMW). At the same time, child poverty was 
put on the local political agenda as a new issue, together with the search for good practices at local 
level (OCMW Leuven, 2007).

The Public Centre for Social Assistance of Laakdal equally refers to the NAP/SI 2006-2008 and its im-
plementation, as well as to housing targets (OCMW Laakdal, 2008). Its Secretary sees the European 
framework as a useful source of inspiration which ‘puts things in perspective’ (Interview, CPAS-OC-
MW).

The community of Chapelle-Lez-Herlaimont chose to re-form its pre-existing local practices (an ‘in-
tegrated approach’ with regard to social exclusion, coordination of local stakeholders, and mutual 
learning between actors) as a ‘local OMC’.

Source: compiled by author.

Obviously not every OMC process is a success story. In 2008, Belgium’s official 
news agency Belga, gave a report about a newly to be created OMC with regard 
to ‘ethical behaviour’ in sports: sports federations would have a large degree of res-
ponsibility while trying to live up to jointly agreed ‘guidelines’ (Belga, 12 November 
2008). This OMC was never heard of again. The same is true for the OMC pro-
posed by Olivier de Schutter (2002) for implementing the fundamental rights set 
out in the Charter of fundamental rights.

4. WRAPPING THINGS UP: AN OMC FOR ALL POLICIES IN BELGIUM?

Even though none of the more than 50 Belgian key actors we interviewed claimed 
that the OMC was revolutionising domestic social policymaking, those working 
in the areas of social inclusion and pensions see the OMC as a useful governance 
template in federal, regional and local policymaking, notably with a view to organi-
sing coordination to tackle complex horizontal co-ordination issues in cross-cutting 
policy areas. None of the key actors involved were in favour of abandoning the 
process. The use of the OMC tools has spilled over to other policy areas (e.g. equal 
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opportunities), and has become institutionalised, including through (regional) legis-
lation. While actors try to use the OMC tools to pursue their own ambitions, their 
opinions, behaviour and interests then change, inter alia because gaps in knowledge 
become apparent.

And yet, some important observations need to be made, since the OMCs’ operation 
and influence varies a great deal across issue area and time.

In the area of social inclusion we identified two sets of effects which can be attri-
buted to the OMC. Firstly, and probably least surprising, the OMC has caused 
procedural changes, including a boost in statistical capacity building. One key spill-
over effect is that the European ‘way of doing things’ stimulates learning about one’s 
own practices (a mirror effect), through prudent yet significant intra-regional policy 
learning. As a result of EU pressure as well as learning, participation in this OMC 
has step-by-step led to the strengthening and institutionalisation of stakeholder in-
volvement, both in the OMC and in social inclusion policymaking more generally, 
especially in Brussels and Wallonia. The OMC/SI also facilitated ‘horizontal coor-
dination’: increased cross-sectoral coordination initiatives in the Brussels Regions. 
Another striking finding is that the Social OMC preserves the key role of the federal 
level (through its coordination role for the NSR and its underpinning Task Forces), 
even in a policy area such as inclusion, which has largely been transferred to the Re-
gions. This finding confirms the general conclusions of Beyers and Bursens (2006) 
that because of European integration the Belgian central government remains an 
influential actor, even with respect to issues outside its competences.

This article provides equally strong evidence for substantive shifts in social inclusion 
policies. First, participation in the OMC raised the profile of the poverty issue on 
the political agenda in Belgium. It provided bargaining arguments in budgetary 
negotiations (e.g. legitimation for a significant increase in minimum income for 
the elderly). We have also presented compelling evidence that the OMC/SI pushed 
child poverty as a new issue onto policy agendas, despite rather strong initial resis-
tance in this country. Furthermore, participation in this OMC convinced domestic 
social inclusion policy makers of the utility of adopting ‘targets’, even though their 
implementation and monitoring remains problematic.

The article has shown that the OMC’s impact in the area of pensions is equally 
undeniable. In Belgium, this soft form of policy coordination provides the chance 
to create ‘windows of opportunity’, which policy makers use, together with other 
tools available, in their efforts to discuss, manage and reform pension systems. Most 
importantly, the article showed that the OMC influences the acceptance of com-
pelling problems, so that decision makers pay serious attention to them. Thus, the 
gradual accumulation of ideas in the OMC (including the development of repla-
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cement rates) altered actors’ views with regard to active ageing, while the impact 
of the Social OMC on policy decisions was reflected in the increase of minimum 
pensions (GRAPA) and the Generation pact. Still, the OMC/P, and especially the 
drafting of the relevant section of the NSR, remains a task confined to a very small 
group of people.

By contrast, there is no convincing evidence that the OMC/H-LTC has had any 
significant effects (whether administrative or substantive) in the area of health and 
long term care. This strand remains a largely virtual process, only known to a very 
small circle of – mostly federal – civil servants. The more general group of health 
care actors is largely unaware of the process, which is struggling with a very low 
level of ownership. The existence of several competing EU soft governance processes 
(Vanhercke and Wegener, 2012) explains why the healthcare strand has not been 
picked up so far, nor is it likely that this will change in the foreseeable future.

The finding that the Social OMC has a considerable impact in Belgium is consistent 
with what we have described in the introduction: Belgium can be considered as a 
‘most likely case’ in terms of OMC impact. The main reason for this is that in terms 
of its temporal dynamic, ‘the self-transformation of the Belgian social insurance 
system, due to the particular institutional makeup of the Belgian polity, proceeded 
gradually, cumulatively and effectively by stealth’ (Hemerijck and Marx, 2010). Soft 
instruments such as the OMC fit well with such a gradual reform process, with the 
Belgian informal decision-making culture and the positive general attitude towards 
the EU: when asked about respondents’ level of trust in the EU, in Eurobarometer 
surveys, Belgium has amongst the highest scores, compared to the other 27 Member 
States (see Figure 2). The positive attitude towards the EU is also present among 
the decision-making political elite, who have repeatedly called for greater EU in-
volvement, more particularly in social policies. Thus, the Belgian delegation tabled 
a proposal to the 1996 Intergovernmental Conference, with a view to proposing 
EU policy coordination on social protection, similar to the European Employment 
Strategy (Armstrong, 2010, p. 59). The Belgian Presidency of the European Union 
in 2001 provided a window of opportunity to revisit those earlier ambitions and 
deliver on them.
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FIGURE 2: POPULATION TRUSTING THE EUROPEAN UNION (%)

Source: Eurobarometer public opinion in the European Union, autumn 2013.

Moreover we have explained how the momentum created by the Belgian Presidency 
of the EU in 2001 spurred ‘commitment’ to the process, including from academics 
who largely contributed to developing the OMC’s detailed architecture.

Crucially, this article has highlighted the importance of time when addressing 
the OMCs’ operation and impact. While the initial period (2000-2005) already 
showed the early, mostly procedural, effects of the OMC/SI, this period especially 
helped to sow the seeds of commitment to the Social OMC amongst a wide range 
of actors. The full procedural as well as substantive impact only materialised in the 
period 2006-2010, which we therefore called ‘time for harvest’: namely through 
mechanisms such as learning through comparison, trust-building, leverage, mains-
treaming, and the dissemination of the OMC toolbox beyond its initial remit. The 
OMC seems to have mattered after all.

Whether or not the (recently ‘reinvigorated’) Social OMC will continue to play its 
part under the Europe 2020 strategy remains to be seen. But at first sight, its future 
seems guaranteed, especially in view of the sixth reform of the Belgian State, better 
known as the (hard-fought) ‘Butterfly Agreement’ of 11 October 2011. This re-
form, which is currently being implemented, will significantly extend regional com-
petences in Belgium in social policies (Accord institutionnel, 2011). Thus family 
allowances and key components of health care policies (including hospital policy 
and long-term care) are further regionalised, and so are key employment policies. In 
other words, the need for policy coordination both internally and vis-à-vis the EU 
will increase even further. If – and only if – extensive regional powers in Belgium 
continue to coincide with a high level of cooperative behaviour, the new state reform 
raises the prospect of an ‘OMC for all policies’ in Belgium.
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 APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1. LIST OF INTERVIEW PARTNERS (2007/2008 AND 2010)

Abbreviation Institution No.
respondents

ACAD Academic 2

CAB/FED Cabinet of federal Minister or State Secretary 7

CBFA Banking, Finance and Insurance Commission 1

CGSLB-ACLVB Liberal trade Union Organisation (Studies Dept.) 2

CNT-NAR National Labour Council 3

CPAS-OCMW Public Centre for Social Welfare 2

CSC-ACV Confederation of Christian Trade Unions (Studies Dept.) 2

EC European Commission 4

EMCO EU Employment Committee 4

FEB-VBO Federation of Belgian Enterprises 2

FED/MIN Federal Minister or State Secretary 2

FGTB-ABVV Belgian General Federation of Labour (Studies Dept.) 3

FPS/SS Federal Public Service (‘Ministry’) for Social Security 3

ISG Indicators Subgroup (SPC) 2

NET/POOR Network of associations where the Poor take the floor 1

PERMREP Permanent Representation of Belgium to the EU 1

PLAN Federal Planning Bureau 1

REG/MIN Regional Ministry for Social Integration 7

SPC Social Protection Committee 6

SPP/IS-POD/MI Federal Planning Public Service (Ministry) for Social  
Integration,  Combating Poverty and Social Economy

3

TOTAL 58



260

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

APPENDIX 2. LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

CCE-CRB Central Economic Council
CNT-NAR National Labour Council
CPAS-OCMW Public Centre for Social Welfare
CSC-ACV Confederation of Christian Trade Unions
EAPN European Anti-Poverty Network
EC European Commission
EU European Union
EU-SILC European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions
FEB-VBO Federation of Belgian Enterprises
FGTB-ABVV Belgian General Federation of Labour
FPS Federal Public Service (‘Ministry’’)
FSMA Financial Services and Markets Authority
GRAPA Minimum Income for Elderly People
INAMI-RIZIV National Institute for Health and Disability Insurance 
NAP/SI National Action Plan against poverty and social exclusion
NGO Non-governmental organisation
NRP National Reform Programme
NSR National Strategic Report on social protection and social inclusion
NSR/P National Strategy Report/Pensions
OMC/H-LTC Open Method of Co-ordination/Health and Long term Care
OMC/P Open Method of Co-ordination/Pensions
OMC/SI Open Method of Co-ordination/Social Inclusion
PROGRESS Community Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity
Social OMC Open Method of Co-ordination in social protection and social  

inclusion
SPC Social Protection Committee
SPP Intégration Sociale/
POD Maatschappelijke 
Integratie

(Federal) Planning Public Service for Social Integration, Combating 
Poverty and Social Economy



261

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED?

 BIBLIOGRAPHY

Accord institutionnel, Un Etat fédéral plus efficace et des entités plus auto-
nomes. Accord institutionnel pour la sixième réforme de l’Etat, 11 Octobre 2011. 
http://www.lachambre.be/kvvcr/pdf_sections/home/FRtexte%20dirrupo.pdf.

Adriaensens, G., Passot, L. and Peña-Casas, R., La sous-représentation des per-
sonnes pauvres dans les banques de données, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 2/2003, 
pp. 377-396 / De ondervertegenwoordiging van arme mensen in databanken, Bel-
gisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 2/2003, pp. 379-398, 2003.

Armstrong, K., Governing Social Inclusion. Europeanization through Policy Coordina-
tion, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2010.

Atkinson, A. B., Cantillon, B., Marlier, E. and Nolan, B., Taking Forward the EU 
Social Inclusion Process, An independent Report commissioned by the Luxembourg 
Presidency of the Council of the European Union, Final Version 31 July 2005. 
http://travail-emploi.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/final_report.pdf.

Atkinson, T., Cantillon, B., Marlier, E. and Nolan, B., Social Indicators: the EU and 
Social Inclusion, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002.

Baeten, R., Mobilité des patients et réponses politiques de l’UE, Revue belge de sécu-
rité sociale, 4/2002, pp. 871-888 / Over patiëntenmobiliteit en hoe het EU-beleid 
hierop reageert, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 4/2002, pp. 863-880, 
2002.

Barcevicius, E., Weishaupt, T. and Zeitlin, J., Assessing the Open Method of Coordi-
nation: Institutional Design and National Influence of EU Social Policy Coordination, 
Basingstoke, UK, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.

Béghin, J., Proposition d‘Ordonnance relative à l‘élaboration du rapport sur l‘état 
de la pauvreté dans la région de Bruxelles-Capitale, déposé par M. Jan Béghin (N) 
et consorts, doc B-68/1 – 2005/2006. http://www.weblex.irisnet.be/data/arccc/
doc/2005-06/102054/images.pdf.

Belgian NRP, National Reform Programme 2012 [Belgium], 2012.

Belgian NSR, Strategic Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion 2008-2010 
- Belgium, 2008-2010.

Berghman, J. and Okma, K.G., The Method of Open Co-ordination: Open Proce-
dures or Closed Circuit? Social Policy Making between Science and Politics, Euro-



262

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

pean Journal of Social Security, Vol. 4 (4), pp. 331-341, 2003.

Berghman, J. and Okma, K.G., Vers une nouvelle architecture de la protection so-
ciale en Europe. Une contribution de la présidence Belge, Revue belge de sécurité 
sociale, 3/2002, pp. 419-427, 2002a / Naar een nieuwe architectuur voor de sociale 
bescherming in Europa. Een bijdrage van het Belgische voorzitterschap, Belgisch 
Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 3/2002, pp. 419-427, 2002a.

Berghman, J. and Okma, K.G., Coordination ouverte: entre science et politique?, 
Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 3/2002, pp. 547-556, 2002b / Open coördinatie: 
tussen wetenschap en beleid?, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, pp. 547-
556, 2002b.

Beyers, J. and Bursens, P., The European Rescue of the Federal State: How Eu-
ropeanization Shapes the Belgian State, West European Politics, Vol. 29, nr. 5, pp. 
1057-1078, 2006.

Cantillon, B., Deleeck, H. and Van den Bosch, K., Pour une norme européenne de 
la pauvreté: Recommandations, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 2/2001, pp. 259-279 
/ Naar een Europese armoedenorm: aanbevelingen, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale 
Zekerheid, 2/2001, pp. 261-281, 2001.

Cantillon, B., Van Dam, R. and Van den Bosch, K., Objectifs du plan d’action 
national sur l’inclusion sociale: considérations générales et un conseil, Revue belge 
de sécurité sociale, 4/2003, pp. 1165-1176 / ‘Targets’ voor het nationaal actieplan 
sociale inclusie: algemene beschouwingen en een advies, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor So-
ciale Zekerheid, 4/2003, pp. 1175-1186, 2003.

Carpentier, S., Cantillon, B. and Van den Bosch, K., Inventaire de la politique de 
lutte contre la pauvreté pour la Belgique de 2001 à 2005 selon les plans d’action 
nationaux inclusion sociale, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 2/2007, pp. 399-456, 
2007 / Inventaris van het armoedebeleid voor België van 2001 tot 2005 volgens de 
nationale actieplannen sociale uitsluiting, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 
2/2007, pp. 413-465, 2007.

CEC, Eurostat database, 2011. http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/
statistics/search_database, accessed March 2013.

CEC, Joint Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion accompanying document to 
the Proposal for the Joint Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion 2009, 2009. 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=757&langId=en.



263

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED?

CEC, Joint Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion 2007, Social Inclusion, 
Pension, Health Care and Long Term Care, Luxembourg, Office for Official Publica-
tions of the European Communities, 2007.
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/social_inclusion/docs/2006/joint_report_
en.pdf.

CEC, Commission Staff Working Document: Evaluation of the Open Method of Coor-
dination for Social Protection and Social Inclusion. A synthesis of replies by Member 
States and other actors to an evaluation questionnaire on the Open Method of Coordi-
nation in the fields of social inclusion and adequate and sustainable pensions, SEC (8 
March 2006), 345, 2006.

CEC, Strengthening the Social Dimension of the Lisbon Strategy: Streamlining Open 
Co-ordination in the Field of Social Protection, Communication from the Commis-
sion, COM (2003), 261 (27 May), 2003.

Cherchye, L., Moesen W. and van PuyenBroeck, T., Legitimately Diverse, yet Com-
parable: On Synthesizing Social Inclusion Performance in the EU, Journal of Com-
mon Market Studies, 42(5), pp. 919-955, 2004.

Comité d’Etude sur le Vieillissement, Rapport annuel 2002, Brussels, Conseil Su-
périeur des Finances, 2002 / Studiecommissie voor de vergrijzing, Jaarlijks verslag 
2002, Hoge Raad van Financiën, 2002.

Conseil national du Travail, Avis n° 1.519. Evaluation de la méthode ouverte de coor-
dination appliquée aux processus sociaux - Pensions – Inclusion, Séance du jeudi 16 
juin 2005, 2005 / Nationale Arbeidsraad, Advies nr. 1.519. Evaluatie van de open 
coördinatiemethode inzake de sociale processen – Pensioenen – Insluiting, Zitting van 
donderdag 16 juni 2005.

Conseil national du Travail and Conseil Central de l’Economie, Avis n° 1.346. Prio-
rités à donner à la présidence belge de l’Union européenne, Séance commune des Conseils 
du jeudi 26 avril 2001, 2001a / Nationale Arbeidsraad and Centrale Raad voor het 
Bedrijfsleven, Advies nr. 1.346. Prioriteiten die aan het Belgisch voorzitterschap van de 
Europese Unie moeten worden gegeven, Gemeenschappelijke Raadszitting van don-
derdag 26 april 2001, 2001a.

Conseil National du Travail and Conseil Central de l’Economie, Avis n° 1.375. 
Accord de coopération entre l’Etat fédéral, les Communautés et les Régions relatif à la 
continuité de la politique en matière de pauvreté - premier rapport bisannuel, Séance 
commune des Conseils du mardi 27 novembre 2001, 2001b / Nationale Arbeidsraad 
and Centrale Raad voor het Bedrijfsleven, Advies nr. 1.375. Samenwerkingsakkoord 



264

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

tussen de federale staat, de gemeenschappen en de gewesten betreffende de bestendiging 
van het armoedebeleid – eerste tweejaarlijks verslag, Gemeenschappelijke Raadszitting 
van dinsdag 27 november 2001, 2001b.

De Schutter, O., Introduction, in E.U. Network of Independent Experts in Funda-
mental Rights (CFR-CDF), Report on the situation of fundamental rights in the 
European Union and its member states in 2002, 2002. http://ec.europa.eu/justice/
fundamental-rights/files/cfr_cdf_2002_report_en.pdf.

EAPN, Back to the Future? The Implementation Reports on the National Action Plans 
on Social Inclusion – an EAPN Assessment, Brussels, October 2005, 2005.

EAPN, National Action Plans on Inclusion 2003-2005. Where is the Political Energy? 
EAPN’s response to the second round of plans, Brussels, October 2003.

EAPN, EAPN National Reports on the 2001-2003 National Action Plans on social 
inclusion, Brussels, November 2001.

Esping-Andersen, G., Gallie, D., Hemerijck, A. and Myles, J., A New Welfare Architecture 
for Europe?, Report submitted to the Belgian Presidency of the European Union, 2001.

European Commission, Eurobarometer 71: Public Opinion in the European Union, 
216 p. + annexes, 2009.
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb71/eb71_std_part1.pdf.

Eurostat, At risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU27, Eurostat News release 
171/2012 of 3 December 2012, 3 p., 2012. http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/
ITY_PUBLIC/3-03122012-AP/EN/3-03122012-AP-EN.PDF.

Federal Government, Regeerakkoord gesloten door de onderhandelaars van CD&V, 
MR, PS, Open Vld en cdH, 18 March 2008. http://nieuwsbrief.cdenv.be/sites/
cdenv/files/federaal-regeerakkoord-2007.pdf.

Flemish Government, Minister-president van de Vlaamse Regering, Mededeling 
aan de Leden van de Vlaamse Regering, Betreft: ‘Vlaamse prioriteitenstelling voor 
het Belgische EU-voorzitterschap in 2010, Brussel, 2009a. http://www.vlaamsparle-
ment.be/vp/informatie/diensteuropa/pdf/belgisch_euvoorzitterschap.pdf.

Flemish Government, Beleidsnota 2009 – 2014 Gelijke Kansen. Samen gelijke kansen 
versterken, Pascal Smet, Vlaams minister van Onderwijs, Jeugd, Gelijke Kansen en 
Brussel, 54 p., 2009b. http://www.vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/documents/28_
gelijkekansen_2009_2014.pdf.



265

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED?

Flemish Government, Beleidsnota Gelijke Kansen, Kathleen Van Brempt, Vlaams 
minister van Mobiliteit, Sociale Economie en Gelijke Kansen, p. 23, 2004, http://
www.gelijkekansen.be/Portals/GelijkeKansen/beleid/Beleidsnota2004-2009.pdf.

Flemish Parliament, Armoede uitsluiten, armen insluiten: Beleidsbrief Armoedebestrij- 
ding 2011, ingediend door mevrouw Ingrid Lieten, viceminister-president van de 
Vlaamse Regering, Vlaams minister van Innovatie, Overheidsinvesteringen, Me-
dia en Armoedebestrijding, stuk 776 (2010-2011) – Nr. 1, 28 October 2010. 
http://docs.vlaamsparlement.be/docs/stukken/2010-2011/g776-1.pdf.

Flemish Parliament, Decreet houdende een kader voor het Vlaamse gelijkekansen- en 
gelijkebehandelingsbeleid, 10 July 2008. http://www.gelijkekansen.be/Portals/Geli-
jkeKansen/wetgeving/10juli2008%20GK-GB%20Decreet.pdf.

Friedrich, D., Policy process, governance and democracy in the EU: the case of the 
Open Method of Coordination on social inclusion in Germany, in Policy & Politics, 
Volume 34, Number 2, April 2006,  pp. 367-383(17).

Groenez, S. and Nicaise, I., Evaluation of the implementation of the Belgian NAP 
inclusion 2003-2005, Hoger Instituut voor de Arbeid, Leuven, 15 May 2004. 
Available at  http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/
be_network_en.pdf.

Guio, A. C., La pauvreté en Belgique, en Flandre et en Wallonie. L’éclairage des in-
dicateurs de Laeken sur la pauvreté monétaire, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 2/2003, 
pp. 355-375, 2003 / Armoede in België, Vlaanderen en Wallonië. De informatie die 
de indicatoren van Laken geven over monetaire armoede, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor 
Sociale Zekerheid, 2/2003, pp. 355-377.

Hamel, M-P. and Vanhercke, B., The OMC and Domestic Social Policymaking in 
Belgium and France: Window Dressing, One-Way Impact, or Reciprocal Influence?, 
in M. Heidenreich and J. Zeitlin, Changing European Employment and Welfare Re-
gimes: the Influence of the Open Method of Coordination on National Labour Market 
and Social Welfare Reforms, London, Routledge, pp. 84-111, 2009.

Hemerijck, A. and Marx, I., Continental Welfare at a Crossroads: The Choice 
between Activation and Minimum Income Protection in Belgium and the Nether-
lands, in B. Palier (ed.), A long Goodbye to Bismarck? The Politics of Welfare Reforms in 
Continental Europe, Amsterdam, Amsterdam University Press, pp. 129-155, 2010.

INBAS and ENGENDER, Study on Stakeholders’ Involvement in the Implementation 
of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) in Social Protection and Social Inclusion, 



266

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

Final Report, p. 51, 2010. Available at http://www.stakeholders-socialinclusion.eu/
site/en/outputs/finrep.

Jansen, C., Le contexte institutionnel et politique de la lutte contre la pauvreté et 
l’exclusion sociale en région wallonne, in M. Laffut and M.-R. Roy (eds.) Pauvreté 
et exclusion sociale. Partage d’expériences entre Wallonie et Québec, Brussels, De Boeck, 
pp. 31-52, 2007.

Kröger, S., The commonly agreed indicators in the context of the OMC/inclusion: Challen-
ges and limitations, Paper prepared for the French-German workshop on Governance, 
Law and Technology, Centre Marc Bloch, Berlin, 7 December 2004.

Marlier, E., The EU Social Inclusion Process: Where we were, Where We are and 
What we should aim at, in M.F. Förster, F. Maas, B. Marin (eds.), Understanding 
Social Inclusion in a Larger Europe. An Open Debate, Eurosocial Reports Vol. 71,  
pp. 55–68, 2003.

Moniteur Belge, Loi du 13 mars 2003 relative aux pensions complémentaires et au 
régime fiscal de celles-ci et de certains avantages complémentaires en matière de sé-
curité sociale, Moniteur Belge, 15 May 2003, Ed. 2, 2003 / Belgisch Staatsblad, Wet 
van 13 maart 2003 betreffende de aanvullende pensioenen en het belastingstelsel 
van die pensioenen en van sommige aanvullende voordelen inzake sociale zekerheid, 
Belgisch Staatsblad, 15 May 2003, Ed. 2, 2003.

Morissens, A. and Nicaise, I., Assessment of the Social Inclusion Strand of the Belgian 
National Strategy Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion, Leuven, Hoger 
Instituut voor de Arbeid, KU Leuven, 2007.

Morissens, A., Nicaise, I. and Ory, G., Belgium, Tackling Child Poverty and Promoting 
the Social Inclusion of Children, a Study of National Policies, Peer Review and Assessment 
in Social Inclusion Leuven, Hoger Instituut voor de Arbeid, KU Leuven, 2007.

Mossialos, E., McKee, M., Palm, W., Karl, B. and Marhold, F., The Influence of EU 
Law on the social character of health care systems in the European Union, Report sub-
mitted to the Belgian Presidency of the European Union, 2001.

Nicaise, I., Kerkhofs, R., Vandenbempt, K. and Rea, A., Policy at work. Local im-
plementation of the Belgian National Action Plan for Social Inclusion, Report of the 
Belgian non-governmental experts to the European Commission, Hoger Instituut 
voor de Arbeid, Leuven, October 2004. http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/
spsi/docs/social_inclusion/3be_en.pdf.



267

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED?

Nicaise, I. and Groenez, S. with contributions by Vleminckx, K. and Demeuse, 
M., The Belgian National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2001-2003: a prelimina-
ry evaluation, Report of non-governmental experts to the European Commission, 
Hoger Instituut voor de Arbeid, Leuven, June 2003. Available at https://perswww.
kuleuven.be/~u0014508/articles/eval%20NAPincl%202003.pdf.

Noël, A. and Larocque, F., Fighting poverty through the OMC/inclusion: the distinct 
national trajectories of Belgium and the United Kingdom, paper presented at the EUSA 
11th Biennal International Conference, Los Angeles, California, 23-25 April 2009. 
http://www.unc.edu/euce/eusa2009/papers/no%C3%ABl_09A.pdf.

OCMW Laakdal, Lokaal Sociaal Beleidsplan 2008 – 2013, 2008.

OCMW Leuven, Voor een solidaire Leuvense gemeenschap, Krachtlijnen voor een eigen-
tijds en slagkrachtig OCMW-beleid (2007-2012), Beleidsnota OCMW Leuven, 2007.

ONP and ESIP, Belgian National Pensions Office and European Social Insurance 
platform, Communication on Pension Rights in Europe, European colloquium in the 
framework of the Belgian Presidency of the European Union, Brussels, 25 November 2010. 
http://www.law.kuleuven.be/leergangpensioenrecht/colloquium2010.pdf.

OSE and PPMI, Analysis and Follow-up of Mutual Learning in the Context of Peer 
Review in the Social Protection and Social Inclusion Programme, Task 3/Deliverable 3, 
Peer Country Assessment, Synthesis Report, May 2012.

Pact 2020, Pact 2020. Kernindicatoren. Nulmeting 2010, 277 p., 2010. http://www.
vlaanderen.be/nl/publicaties/detail/pact-2020-kernindicatoren-nulmeting-2010.

Pact 2020, Een nieuw toekomstpact voor Vlaanderen. 20 doelstellingen, Brussel, 2009. 
http://www.vlaanderen.be/nl/publicaties/detail/pact-2020-een-nieuw-toekomst-
pact-voor-vlaanderen-20-doelstellingen.

Parliament, Chambre des représentants de Belgique, Question n° 66, Coordination 
ouverte en matière de soins de santé, DO 2003200410362, 2003 and Réponse, 
QRVA 51 122, Publications officielles éditées par la Chambre des représentants,Brus-
sels, 23894-6, 29 May 2006 / Belgische Kamer van Volksvertegenwoordigers, Vraag 
nr. 66, Open coördinatie inzake gezondheidszorg, DO 2003200410362, 2003 and 
Antwoord, QRVA 51 122, Officiële publicaties, uitgegeven door de Kamer van 
volksvertegenwoordigers Brussels, 23894-6, 29 May 2006.

Peemans-Poullet, H., Pensions: un plan stratégique sans les femmes?, Revue belge 
de sécurité sociale, 4/2003, pp. 1283-1299, 2003 / Pensioenen: een strategisch plan 



268

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

zonder de vrouwen...?, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 4/2003, pp. 1297-
1314, 2003.

Peña-Casas, R., Second phase of the method of co-ordination on social inclusion, in 
C. Degryse and P. Pochet (eds.), Social Developments in the European Union 2003, 
Brussels, ETUI, Observatoire social européen and SALTSA, pp. 95-117, 2004.

Sénat de Belgique/Belgische Senaat, Proposition de résolution visant à lutter contre 
la pauvreté, déposée par M. Guy Swennen et Mme. Marleen Temmerman / Voorstel 
van resolutie ter bestrijding van armoede, ingediend door de heer Guy Swennen en 
mevrouw Marleen Temmerman, 14 December 2007, doc 4 – 464/1, 2007.

SPC, Solidarity in Health: Reducing Health Inequalities within the EU, Opi-
nion, SPC/2010/5/4 final, 2010. http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?do-
cId=5363&langId=en.

SPP Intégration Sociale/POD Maatschappelijke integratie, Fonds Social Européen: 
Programme opérationnel Objectif Compétitivité Régionale et Emploi, de l’Etat Fé-
déral – FSE (2007BE052PO003), 2007-2013, 2007.

SPP Intégration Sociale/POD Maatschappelijke Integratie, Rapport sur la mise en 
œuvre du plan d’action national inclusion 2003-2005 et ses perspectives pour 2005-
2006: quel contenu pour quels enjeux?, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 4/2005, pp. 
727-743, 2005 / Het ‘‘verslag over de implementatie van het nationaal actieplan so-
ciale insluiting 2003-2005 en de perspectieven voor 2005-2006’’: inhoud en belang, 
Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 4/2005, pp. 739-758, 2005.

Swaerts, B., Betere pensioenen in tijden van vergrijzing: welvaartsaanpassing aangepast, 
Het Hoofdstuk, Studiedienst van de Kristelijke Beweging van Gepensioneerden, 
2004.

Van Dam, R., Les indicateurs communs dans le plan d’action national pour l’in-
clusion sociale: évaluation intermediaire, Revue belge de sécurité sociale, 2/2005, pp. 
257-283, 2005 / De gemeenschappelijke indicatoren in het nationaal actieplan voor 
sociale inclusie: een tussentijdse evaluatie, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale Zekerheid, 
2/2005, pp. 263-288.

Vandenbroucke, F., The EU and social protection: what should the European Conven-
tion propose?, MPIfG Working paper 02/06, Max Planck Institute for the Study of 
Societies, 2002a.



269

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED?

Vandenbroucke, F., The Open Co-ordination on Pensions and the Future of Eu-
rope’s Social model’, Revue belge de sécurité sociale and Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Sociale 
Zekerheid, 3/2002, pp. 533-543, 2002b.

Vanhercke, B., An OMC for All Policies: Is Belgium (still) the Best Pupil in the 
Class?, in E. Barcevicius, T. Weishaupt and J. Zeitlin, Assessing the Open Method of 
Coordination: Institutional Design and National Influence of EU Social Policy Coordi-
nation, Basingstoke, UK, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 87-113, 2014.

Vanhercke, B. and Wegener, L., The OMC and Beyond: ‘Soft-to-Hard-to-Soft’ Go-
vernance of Health Care in the EU, in B. Cantillon, H. Verschueren and P. Ploscar, 
Social Inclusion and Social Protection in the EU: Interactions between Law and Policy, 
Intersentia, Antwerp, pp. 71-103, 2012.

Vanhercke, B., Against the odds. The OMC as a Selective Amplifier for Reforming 
Belgian Pension Policies, in S. Kröger (ed.), What we have learnt: Advances, pitfalls 
and remaining questions of OMC research, European Integration online Papers, Spe-
cial Issue, 1 (13), November 2009. http://eiop.or.at/eiop/index.php/eiop/article/
view/2009_016a/99.

Walloon government, Accord de Gouvernement PS – cdH pour la Région Wallonie 
2004-2009, 2004. http://energie.wallonie.be/servlet/Repository/Accord_de_Gou-
vernem.?IDR=2290.

Wuiame, N., Country report-Belgium, Report prepared for INBAS GmbH and EN-
GENDER asbl (2010), Study on Stakeholders’ Involvement in the implementation 
of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) in Social Protection and Social In-
clusion - Final report (CONTRACT No VC/2008/0325), 2009.



270

REVUE BELGE DE LA SECURITE SOCIALE - 2e TRIMESTRE 2013

 INTRODUCTION: A MOST LIKELY CASE 229

1. A BELGIAN ADVOCACY COALITION BETWEEN POLITICS AND ACADEMIA 230            

1.1. SOCIAL INCLUSION: THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY MOMENTUM    231
1.2. OMC PENSIONS AND HEALTHCARE: SOWING THE SEEDS OF AN EU APPROACH     236

2. THE STREAMLINED SOCIAL OMC (2006-2010): TIME FOR HARVEST 239

2.1. THE OMC SOCIAL INCLUSION PROCESS: AN EXAMPLE OF GOOD PRACTICE    239
2.2. THE OMC PENSIONS PROCESS: SUBSTANTIVE EFFECTS AGAINST THE ODDS      244
2.3. THE VIRTUAL REALITY OF THE OMC HEALTH AND LONG-TERM CARE    246

3. EXPLAINING OMC INFLUENCE: MECHANISMS OF CHANGE 248

3.1. LEARNING BY COMPARISON AND ITERATION     248
3.2. TRUST-BUILDING AND LEGITIMATION        250
3.3. LEVERAGE: GAMES REAL ACTORS PLAY    250
3.4. MAINSTREAMING POLICYMAKING     252
3.5. DISSEMINATION OF THE OMC TOOLBOX: TOWARDS A GOVERNANCE TEMPLATE?    253

4. WRAPPING THINGS UP: AN OMC FOR ALL POLICIES IN BELGIUM? 255

 APPENDICES 259

 APPENDIX 1. LIST OF INTERVIEW PARTNERS (2007/2008 AND 2010)     259
 APPENDIX 2. LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS     260

 BIBLIOGRAPHY 261

TABLE OF CONTENTS
 

HAS OPEN COORDINATION MATTERED? 
TRACING AND EVALUATING THE PROCESS FROM THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY 
2001 TO THE NEW STATE REFORM




