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What can an NGO 
do to influence 
European social 
inclusion policies?
A GUIDE FOR NGOs
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Key questions

Almost 84 million Europeans are at risk of falling into poverty. In other 
words, they live in a state of insecurity, deprived of what the majority 
take for granted. Because of this, and inspired by its founding principle 
of solidarity, the European Union combined the efforts of its Member 
States to make 2010 the European Year for Combating Poverty and 
Social Exclusion, and establish synergies with the European Year 
of Volunteering in 2011. The main objectives are to raise citizens’ 
awareness of the issue and renew the political commitment of the EU 
and Member States to combat poverty and social exclusion.

What is active inclusion?

It is a concept promoted by the European Social Inclusion Strategy that 
combines actions directed towards: 
•	Supporting a system of “sufficient income” to prevent social 

exclusion. 
•	Eliminating obstacles of access to the labour market with active 

and preventive measures (tied to the labour market).
•	Improving access to quality services.

What are Peer Reviews?

Peer Reviews are one of the key instruments of the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC). They allow for an open forum for debate on social 
protection and social inclusion policies in the different Member States 
and foster mutual learning.

A Member state organises a seminar on its territory to which it invites 
representatives from other Member States. The objective is to evaluate 
the effectiveness of institutions in implementing policies, programmes 
and National Action Plans for social inclusion (NAPin), and to establish 
how to contribute to the objectives of the European Union and 
determine whether the good practices presented may be efficiently 
transferred to other Member States.



Purpose 
of this Guide
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European society is in a period of change, in which factors such as 
technological advances, economic globalisation and an ageing population 
all have an influence. European policies on employment, social affairs 
and equal opportunities contribute to improving the living conditions of 
the population, from the perspective of sustainable growth and improved 
social cohesion.

The issue of social exclusion affects all modern societies. The concept 
of poverty, used for many years by international institutions and by the 
European Union, is merely a part of what we know as social exclusion. 
Because of this, the category of poverty has broadened over the last 
two decades to include social exclusion in response to overcoming the 
strict idea of economic poverty, as well as, in particular, overcoming 
the profound transformations that have taken place in contemporary 
societies such as the technological revolution taking place and the 
changes in ways of life and in social reforms underway.

The European Union plays an important role in social issues. For 
instance it provides a legal framework for the protection of European 
citizens. It also fosters cooperation among Member States, the 
coordination and correlation of national policies and the participation 
of local authorities, trade unions, employer organisations and, in 
general, all actors involved.

The policy objectives are growth and quality of employment and 
working conditions, worker mobility, providing information and 
consultation, combating poverty and social exclusion, achieving 
equality between men and women and the modernisation of social 
protection systems.

On this theme of social inclusion we will explore both the development of 
the concept as well as its associated policies. Thus, the objectives of this 
guide are, on the one hand, to present the development of active social 
inclusion policies to demonstrate the growing profile that the European 
Union has given to social issues, and on the other, to present the basic 
guidelines for how an NGO can have an influence on these policies. 
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The European Union was an initiative created to guarantee peace within 
the Union that was largely based on economic agreements. However, with 
the passing years, and with the incorporation of new Member States, new 
fields of action have been incorporated into the European Union.

Since the Maastricht Treaty (1992), social issues have been gaining 
increasing significance on the European agenda. The fight against 
poverty began to draw attention in the European Union in the 1980s 
and early nineties with the implementation of the experimental 
programmes Poverty I, II and III. However, these programmes did not 
have the desired effects due to a weak legal basis among other factors.

At the European Council meeting in Nice in 2000 and by virtue of 
article 137, EU leaders established the European Strategy for Social 
Inclusion, known as the “Process for Social Inclusion”, which had 
several objectives such as the eradication of poverty before 2010. 
To meet the objectives Member States committed to establishing 
action plans for social inclusion every two years and it also set up the 
“Social Protection Committee”, as well as a series of mechanisms to 
strengthen the strategy.

Since this time, the EU has provided a framework for states to put the 
strategy into practice at a national level, but also a framework for all 
Member States to coordinate jointly at a European level.

The participation of agents such as NGOs, social actors and local and 
regional authorities has since then become an important part of this 
process. Also, the initiative encouraged Member States to critically 
examine their social policies and facilitated the transfer of good 
practices among EU countries.

1.
What are 
the origins of 
social inclusion 
policies in the EU?
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Thanks to this process the EU was able to reach a clear consensus in 
identifying the major challenges to social inclusion:
•	Eliminating child poverty by breaking the intergenerational 

transmission of poverty.
•	Developing truly inclusive job markets.
•	Ensuring all people the right to decent housing.
•	Combating discrimination and facilitate the integration of 

immigrants, people with disabilities and those belonging to an 
ethnic minority.

•	Combat financial exclusion and over-indebtedness.

In 2005 the European Commission approved the European Social 
Agenda 2005-2010, coinciding with the revised proposal of the Lisbon 
Strategy of 2000 after confirming that no progress had been made in 
reaching the objectives set out.

Since then, the European Strategy for Social Inclusion has not only 
covered poverty and social exclusion but it has expanded to cover two 
additional policy areas: 
•	Adequate and sustainable pension provisions.
•	Accessible, long-term, high-quality and sustainable healthcare 

services and care. 

The revised Lisbon Strategy (2005) establishes:
•	A new method of implementation: National Reform Programmes 

(Convergence and Employment), which specify:

•	More realistic objectives. 

•	Implementation mechanisms and specific indicators. 

•	And strengthening of the Open Method of Coordination (hereafter 
known as Social OMC). With this mechanism, the EU provides a 
framework for the development of the national strategy and for the 
coordination of policies among EU countries on matters related to 
poverty and social exclusion, among others.

It is a voluntary process for political cooperation that functions in the 
following way:

1.	It establishes common objectives in the areas of social protection 
and social inclusion.

2.	It establishes common indicators designed to measure the 
progress of common objectives.

3.	Each member state approves a national report compiling all of 
its political strategies in matters of social protection and social 
inclusion in accordance with the common objectives (“National 
Action Plan for Social Inclusion”).
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4.	The European Commission and European Council produce joint 
analysis and evaluation reports on the National Action Plans 
presented by the Member States.

5.	It approves annual joint reports on social protection and social 
inclusion in which it evaluates the progress and strategy, the 
priorities and challenges as well as the good practices and 
innovative initiatives of common interest to all Member States. 

The aim of the Open Method of Coordination is also to develop a process 
of mutual learning. One of the main tools for this are Peer reviews, 
seminars that promote the circulation of good practices among Member 
States by evaluating the effectiveness of key policies and institutions.

In the 2005 reformulation of the Lisbon objectives, the issue of social 
exclusion remained on the agenda, linked with labour inclusion and 
expanded, if possible, with more ambitious objectives that affect social 
protection in its entirety, being aware that the reduction of poverty 
requires more structural measures that adapt the systems of social 
protection to a new context.

A set of priorities was established during the final stage of the Lisbon 
Strategy (2008-2010). Among those concerning social inclusion was 
the expansion of the concept of social inclusion to encompass active 
inclusion, meaning training workers, providing equal opportunities, and 
adequate social protection and quality employment – particularly for 
the more vulnerable groups (immigrants and those with disabilities).

Also in this period, the Commission Communication of 2 July, 2008 
called “A renewed commitment to social Europe: Reinforcing the Open 
Method of Coordination for Social Protection and Social Inclusion” 
establishes the areas in which its objectives, methods and visibility 
could be strengthened. This reform allows for consolidation and 
improved execution of the OMC potential in order to improve social 
cohesion and solidarity in the European Union.

With the end of the Lisbon Strategy and coinciding with the current 
situation of slow economic growth in the EU, high unemployment rates 
initiated a series of debates on developing a new economic strategy for 
the coming decade, in order to emerge strengthened from this period and 
with intelligent, sustainable and inclusive growth. This is the Europe 
2020 strategy, adopted by the European Council on 17 June, 2010.
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While the strategy is largely economic, among its 5 concrete objectives 
for 2020 the following are notable in regard to social issues:

1.	That 75% of the population between 20 and 64 years-olds is 
employed. 

2.	To reduce the school drop-out rates below 10% and increase 
the percentage of people between 30 and 40 years-olds who 
complete third level education or the equivalent to at least 40%.

3.	And to drive social inclusion, in particular through the reduction 
of poverty, aiming to relieve at least 20 million people from being 
at risk of poverty and exclusion. 

These objectives must translate at a national level and require several 
plans in order to be sustained, both at a national and a community 
level. The Strategy proposes 7 flagship initiatives to enable progress 
in each priority area, specifically those related to prior objectives are:

•	Youth on the move: to improve educational systems and youth 
entrance into the job market. 

•	Agenda for new skills and jobs: to modernize labour markets and 
strengthen people’s autonomy. 

•	European platform against poverty and social exclusion: to 
guarantee social and territorial cohesion. 

Since the end of 2010, when the European platform against poverty 
and social exclusion was implemented, the functions and procedures 
of this flagship initiative have been established, but it is too early to 
evaluate them. Thus the development and application of this new 
strategy will need to be followed over the coming years in order to 
assess its real effectiveness. 
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On 1 December 2009, following years of negotiations on institutional 
questions, the Treaty of Lisbon came into force (the new text modifies 
the current EU and EC Treaties, but does not substitute them). The 
new Treaty grants the Union the framework and legal instruments 
necessary to face the challenges of the future and answer to citizens’ 
expectations.

In matters related to social inclusion, the new Treaty introduces the 
Horizontal social clause (Article 9 TFEU).

New social objectives for the European Union have been established 
including the fight against poverty, social exclusion and discrimination, 
the promotion of social justice and protection, equality between men 
and women, a social job market that aims for full employment and 
social progress and the promotion of economic, social and territorial 
cohesion (Article 3 TFEU).

Below are some of the more significant decisions, communications 
and reports so far on matters of social inclusion:

DECISIONS

•	(COM (2009) 333 final) Proposal for a Decision of the European Parliament 
and of the Council establishing a European Microfinance Facility for 
Employment and Social Inclusion (Progress Microfinance Facility).

2.
What are the EU 
competencies 
in the field of 
social inclusion?
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COMMUNICATIONS 

•	(COM/2008/ 0639 final) Communication from the Commission to the Council, 
the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and 
the Committee of the Regions on a Commission Recommendation on the 
active inclusion of people excluded from the labour market.

•	(COM/2008/0042 final) Communication from the Commission to the 
Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Proposal for the Joint 
Report on social protection and social inclusion 2008.

•	(COM/2008/0412) Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Renewed social 
agenda: Opportunities, access and solidarity in 21st century Europe.

•	(COM/2008/0418 final) Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - A renewed commitment 
to social Europe: Reinforcing the Open Method of Coordination for 
Social Protection and Social Inclusion.

•	(COM/2010/0025 final) Communication from the Commission to the 
Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Proposal for the Joint 
Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion.

•	(Com/2010/2020 final) Communication From The Commission: 
EUROPE 2020. A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.

•	(Com 2010/0758 final) Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - The European Platform 
against Poverty and Social Exclusion: A European framework for social 
and territorial cohesion.

OPINIONS OF THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE (EESC)

•	596/2006 EESC on the “Communication from the Commission to the 
Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Working together, 
working better - A new framework for the open coordination of social 
protection and inclusion policies in the European Union”.

•	1471/2009 EESC Opinion of the “Work and poverty: towards the 
necessary holistic approach” (own-initiative opinion).

•	1711/2009 EESC Opinion of: Social inclusion.
•	641/2010 EESC Opinion Education for inclusion: a tool for fighting 

poverty and social exclusion.

REGULATIONS 

•	32004R0016 Commission Regulation (EC) No 16/2004 of 6 January 
2004 implementing Regulation (EC) No 1177/2003 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council concerning Community statistics on income 
and living conditions (EU-SILC) as regards the list of target secondary 
variables relating to the “intergenerational transmission of poverty”.
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Which Directorates - General of the European Commission design EU 
social inclusion policies?

Social inclusion policy is dealt with by the Directorate-General 
for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European 
Commission.

Its core task is to foster the creation of more and better employment and 
promote an inclusive society that guarantees equal opportunities for all.

Specifically in matters of poverty and social exclusion, it assists in 
creating a consensus on the following key challenges:

•	To eradicate child poverty, breaking the intergenerational 
transmission of poverty cycle.

•	To drive active inclusion in society and in the labour market for 
vulnerable groups.

•	To guarantee decent housing for all.

•	To overcome discrimination and increasing the integration of 
people with disabilities, ethnic minorities and immigrants and other 
vulnerable groups.

•	To combat financial exclusion and over-indebtedness.

Which agencies, networks and groups of experts collaborate with the 
Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion?

1.	The European Observatory on the Social Situation was established 
in 2005 by the European Commission to analyse social and 
demographic trends and to assist the Commission in its work of 
providing information on social conditions. It is comprised of three 
multidisciplinary supervisory research teams: 

•	Income distribution and living conditions.
•	Demography.
•	Health status, healthcare and long-term care.

Research is conducted and reports produced in each of these areas 
on an annual basis.

2.	The Social Protection Committee (SPC) was established in June 
2000 to facilitate exchange and cooperation among the European 
Commission and EU Member States in matters of modernisation 
and improvement of social protection structures. 

The SPC works in close collaboration with other committees encharged 
with examining social and economic policy at a community level, 
particularly with the Employment Committee and the Economic Policy 
Committee.
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The SPC acts in five priority areas: 

1.	Social Inclusion.

2.	Pensions.

3.	Healthcare.

4.	Link between social protection policies and active employment 
policies (Making work pay).

5.	Rationalisation (streamlining).

Its main functions are: 
•	To follow the social situation and development of member state 

social protection policies. 
•	The exchange of information, experiences and good practices 

among Member States. 
•	The creation of reports in its areas of competence.
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What can an NGO contribute to the decision making process in the 
area of social inclusion?

As we have seen throughout this guide, the issues linked with social 
inclusion have become increasingly relevant on the European agenda.

NGOs can play a significant role when it comes to having an influence 
on the issues to be dealt with on the social agenda, but to do so it is 
necessary to be aware of them and propose new plans of action.

The following is a list of challenges we are proposing in the face of this 
task: 

•	To address forms of exclusion such as the intergenerational 
transmission of poverty, the exclusion of those over age 65 and 
new collectives that run the risk of exclusion due to current 
circumstances.

•	The need for greater political leadership, fostering greater 
knowledge of social policies on the part of all political leaders and 
generating more public debate on social issues among political 
leaders and stakeholders (companies, NGOs, people living in 
situations of social exclusion, trade unions, etc.).

•	To advance in integrated services in order to, among other things, 
achieve more coordination with social actors that act in this field 
by generating networks and increasing awareness of specific 
problems, etc.

3.
What can an 
NGO do to 
influence 
this policy?
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•	The need for cultural and organisational changes, for example 
through more proactive action.

•	Fostering civil dialogue to generate information exchange, 
knowledge and good practices.

•	Enable heightened active participation of people in situations or 
risk of exclusion.
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How can an NGO have an influence on the decisions made by the 
European Commission in this area?

1 By participating in the thematic consultations that the 
Commission runs through its webpage

Examples:

1.	 Between 4 April and 27 May 2011 a Public consultation was open 
regarding a possible instrument to succeed the European Community 
programme for employment and solidarity, PROGRESS, to run during 
the period 2014-2020. This is one of the main sources of financing 
for European projects that cover active inclusion and combat 
exclusion. The Luis Vives Foundation facilitated the participation of 
14 Spanish NGOs in this public consultation the results can be found 
at the following URL: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=699
&langId=en&consultId=6&visib=0&furtherConsult=yes

2.	 From 24 November 2009 to 15 January 2010 the Commission 
opened the Public consultation on the Europe 2020 strategy. 
As we have seen, this Strategy on social issues is intended to 
correct some of the deficiencies of the revised Lisbon strategy for 
growth and employment the results can be found at the following 
URL: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/eu2020/
consultation_en.htm

2 By participating in the online debates “Your Voice in Europe”

Example: One of the debates held in summer 2010 for instance was 
on youth.

3 By participating in EC activities

Example: The 1st Annual Convention of The European Platform 
against Poverty and Social Exclusion, the main instrument of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy for reducing poverty in Europe, was held on 
17 & 18 October 2011 in Krakow. This Convention gave the Platform 
its final shape with the collaboration of European Institutions, 
governments, NGOs and other social actors. 

4 By presenting legislation proposals to the Commission via the 
European Citizens’ Initiative (from 1 April 2012)

How can an NGO engage with the COUNCIL? 

1 By responding to the decisions the Council makes with letters, 
statements, etc. keeping in mind that for this to be effective it 
is recommended to be part of an NGO network representing the 
interests of a high number of NGOs



16

How can an NGO engage with the European Parliament?

1 In addition to being familiar with Parliamentary standing 
committees, be aware of any special Committees that are set up

Example: The Special Committee on the Financial, Economic and 
Social Crisis was set up on 7 October 2009. Notable among its 
areas of competence is “to propose appropriate measures for the 
long-term reconstruction of sound, stable financial markets able 
to support sustainable growth, social cohesion and employment 
at all levels, and to provide an assessment of the effect of those 
measures and the cost of inaction”.

2 By exercising the right to petition before the Parliament

3 Via the Citizens’ Enquiry Service: a service that allows each 
citizen to contact the EP to ask questions, request information 
and present proposals
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Does the EU have the financial resources for NGOs working in social 
inclusion?

PROGRESS is the EU programme for employment and social solidarity. 
It was created in 2007 to financially support the execution of European 
Union objectives in matters related to employment, social issues and equal 
opportunities, as established in the Social Agenda. It also contributes to 
reaching the goals of the Lisbon strategy for growth and employment.

For this purpose PROGRESS has a global budget of 743.25 million 
euro for seven years (2007-2013), 30% of which is destined to social 
inclusion and social protection. 

The programme is designed to assist Member States meet their 
commitments to create more and better jobs, guarantee equal 
opportunities for all and to uniformly implement EU laws. And specifically 
in terms of social protection and inclusion to provide support for the 
implementation of the open method of coordination through:
•	Analysis, studies and development of statistics and common 

indicators.
•	Follow-up and evaluation of implementation of the open method of 

coordination.
•	Organisation of exchanges on policies, good practices and 

innovative focuses and the promotion of mutual learning.
•	Raising awareness, circulating information and promoting debate.
•	Capacity building the main networks to support and develop 

political objectives and community strategies in terms of social 
protection and social inclusion at a European level.
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Where can 
I find more 
information?
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Source of information Website

Directorate-General for 
Employment, Social 
Affairs and Inclusion

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=750&langId=en

Social Protection Com-
mittee

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=758&langId=en

Europe 2020 initiatives http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=956&langId=en

European Platform 
against Poverty and 
Social Exclusion

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=961&langId=en

Joint Reports http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=757&langId=en

Peer Review http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/

Spanish Ministry of 
Health, Social Policy and 
Equality (ES)

http://www.msps.es/politicaSocial/
inclusionSocial/inclusionSocialEspana/
marcoUnionEuropea/home.htm

Renewed social agenda http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=547&langId=en

European Social Platform http://www.socialplatform.org/

European Anti-Poverty 
Network http://www.eapn.org/

(ES): Information available only in Spanish
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If you want a more social, just and united European Union:
Get informed, express your opinion and take action.

Connect to Social Europe!
http://www.fundacionluisvives.org/temas/europe_direct

Fundación Luis Vives
C/ Dr. Zamenhof, 36 Duplicado. Planta Baja. 
28027 Madrid
Phone: +34 91 540 08 78 
Fax:	 +34 91 541 90 52
E-mail: europe.direct@fundacionluisvives.org
URL: www.fundacionluisvives.org


