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THE «EUROPEAN SOCIAL MODEL»:  

PROBLEMS OF COMPREHENSION 
 

In this article we are exploring the phenomenon of European social integration and thereby 

creating the basics which are necessary to answer the questions: what is the European social 

model, how is it related to the national models of the social state, and how does the economic 

integration in the EU affect it nowadays.  
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Окладна М. Г., Трагнюк А. Р. «Європейська соціальна модель»: проблеми 

осмислення. 

Досліджено феномен європейської соціальної інтеграції й тим самим визначено 

основи, необхідні для відповіді на питання: що являють собою Європейська соціальна 

модель, яким чином вона співвідноситься з національними моделями соціальної держави, 

який вплив на неї здійснює економічна інтеграція в ЄС на сучасному етапі.  

ЄС здійснював соціальну політику на всіх етапах інтеграції, однак зміст і форми її 

реалізації змінювалися відповідно до потреб і бачення місця і ролі наднаціональних 

інститутів у здійсненні соціальної функції. На сьогодні склалася європейська соціальна 

модель, яка увібрала кращі досягнення національних моделей соціальної державності й 

функціонує на основі розвинутого соціального права ЄС. Реалізуючи соціальну політику, ЄС 

діє відповідно до принципів субсидіарності й пропорційності, поділяючи відповідальність за 

здійснення соціального захисту з урядами держав-членів. Діяльність інститутів ЄС в 

рамках соціальної політики має координуючий, доповнюючий і стимулюючий характер. У 

сфері права соціального забезпечення йде процес поступового зближення національного 

законодавства. Гармонізація соціального законодавства держав-членів має обмежений 
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характер і зводиться переважно до запровадження мінімальних соціальних стандартів, які 

не повинні перешкоджати створенню і розвиткові малих і середніх підприємств. Фінансова 

криза негативно позначилася на соціальній політиці ЄС. Заходи національного і 

наднаціонального рівнів влади, що спрямовані на вихід з неї, передбачають не лише зміну 

моделей соціальної державності на національному рівні, але й оновлення ESM. Разом із тим 

повної відмови від здобутків у соціальній сфері не відбудеться, оскільки це завдаcть 

суттєвої шкоди інтеграції. 

Ключові слова: Європейська соціальна модель; соціальна держава; соціальна 

політика; солідарність; соціальна інтеграція; Європейський Союз. 

 

Introduction. The social aspect of the European Communities has been 

existing since the launch of European integration. In so doing, since the economic 

integration at the beginning was an absolute priority and was supposed to contribute 

to the formation of an effective internal market of the Community, the role of social 

policy was insignificant. However, over the past decades, the importance of social 

policy and the implementation of socio-economic rights have been grown 

substantially in the eyes of EU citizens. Nowadays the problem of building a 

European social model is defined as one of the main priorities of the integration 

process. As a consequence, the social dimension of European integration is being 

paid more and more attention. 

Analysis of the recent research. There are some aspects of the problem of the 

acception of the social statehood, the development of the European social model, the 

disclosure of its relationship with the national model of the social state [1–3], and 

also the peculiarities of the EU social policy at the present stage of the development 

of the integration process [4–7]. All of these questions were raised in the domestic 

researches. However, there is still no comprehensive study of features of the 

development of the European Union's social policy. Consequently, the purpose of this 

article is to analyze a complex of questions which are related to the definition of 

trends in the development of the European social model it the 21st century. 

Main statement. Integration is usually defined as a phenomenon of the 

political development of Europe since the second half of the 20th – until the 

beginning of the 21st century, which determines the current state of international 

relations. It is possible to explain the preconditions of its origin, regularities and 

development prospects only by resorting and analyzing all components of the process 
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of integration, such as: economic, political, legal, military, cultural, civilizational and 

social. However, if the problems of economic, political and legal integration in our 

the domestic literature were  paid  enough attention [8–11], for the question of the 

formation and implementation by the European Union its own social policy still 

remains insufficiently shown for us, and it gives relevance to the research of this 

problem now.  

The first steps in establishing the sociality of the statehood of Europe happened 

between 1920s and 1930s, but its constitutional formulation basically took place after 

the Second World War. From the very beginning, each country was forming its own 

system of social protection, which were based on specific national conditions and in 

accordance with the prevailing ideology, the alignment of political forces and in 

accordance with the requirements of time. The existence of several rather different 

social state models
1
 in Europe that interact in a variety of ways with civil society and 

market economies made the tasks of harmonizing the social policies of European 

states extremely difficult to achieve. 

The situation became more complicated, after the creation of the European 

Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) (1951), which marked the formation of 

integration process. We have to admit  that from the outset, European integration had 

created a constitutional asymmetry between policies promoting market efficiencies 

and policies promoting social protection and equality. National welfare states are 

legally and economically constrained by European rules of economic integration, 

liberalization and competition law, whereas efforts to adopt European social policy 

are politically hampered by the national goodwill states diversity, differing not only 

in economic development levels [14]. As a consequence, economic policies were 

progressively Europeanized while social protection policies remained at the domestic 

level. 

                                                           

1
 Gradually formed four models covering four geographic areas: Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland and Sweden, plus 

the Netherlands), Anglo-Saxon countries (Ireland and the United Kingdom), Continental countries (Austria, Belgium, 

France, Germany and Luxembourg), Mediterranean countries (Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain) [12, с. 375–376]. 

These structural differences between different national social models have high political salience. They correspond to 

fundamentally differing social philosophies which can be roughly equated with the social philosophies and the postwar 

dominance of «liberal», «christian democratic» and «social democratic» political parties [13]. 
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The process of shaping the European social policy was complicated by another 

problem. In the mid-1950s European welfare states were more similar (they were the 

Bismarck model of work-based social insurance) than they became during the 

following decades. Thus, harmonization would not have been hopeless. However, 

because of the inconsistency of the positions of the ECSC member states (the 

Original Six) during the development of the Treaty establishment of the European 

Economic Community, the social sphere was not included to the process of 

integration. As a result, national social security systems began to differ structurally. 

Their heterogeneity increased dramatically in the 1970s with the accession to the 

Original Six of Denmark, Britain and Ireland (non-Bismarckian welfare states).  

The social integration was not part of the original grand design for Europe, 

blueprints for an integrated European society being wholly absent. Yet the language 

and terminology for incipient forms of social integration can be traced back to the 

discussions around harmonization surrounding the drafting of the Treaty of Rome 

[15, р. 122]. Thus, in the Treaty of the EEC, there were first steps for moving social 

policy from the sphere of ideology to a practical level. Articles 193-198 of the Treaty 

established an Economic and Social Committee with consultative status, Art. 122 

provided us with the info that the Commission in its annual report to the Assembly 

should include a special chapter on the development of the social situation in the 

Community, also Art. 123 was founded by the European Social Fund, which 

eventually became a real financial lever for implementing social initiatives; Art. 51 

was devoted to the legal regulation of the social security of migrant workers. The 

details of these provisions were further elaborated at the level of the EU Council 

regulations. 

At the stage of accelerating the development of social statehood (1960–1975) it 

is a significant expansion of its capabilities at the level of European states, which 

caused the establishment of minimum social standards that, however, did not become 

universal, below the countries that recognize the human right to a decent life, cannot 

descend [16]. In general, the functioning of the social state during this period  showed 

that it was affirmation which was based not only on the will of political leadership, 
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but also on the fundamental structural changes in society, and therefore the social 

state had become regarded as a central element of society in the West. It is gradually 

becoming apparent that there is no contradiction between a social state and a market 

economy [1–2] which could not be eliminated – this conclusion was confirmed by the 

gradual introduction by the national governments of the model of a social market 

economy. 

In 1972, a summit took place in Paris, where the problem of formation of the 

social policy of the European Community was raised as an independent direction of 

the integration process, which contributes in a certain way to the economic 

integration. 

However, despite the adoption of such important documents as the European 

Social Charter [17] (1961), which proclaimed social rights, established the  control 

mechanism which was designed to guarantee compliance by participating 

governments , and the Program of Social Action (1972–1974), during this period any 

noticeable progress in an implementation of the social policy in the European 

Communities was made. Cause of the position of France, Germany and the UK 

delegation the powers that are necessary for the formation at the supranational level a 

full-fledged social policy never happened. Moreover, after 1977 and by the mid-

1980s, the process of issuing directives on social problems was gradually almost 

stopped, and the implementation of the documents which were already adopted was 

often blocked. This is explained by the fact that social policy was an instrument of 

strategic realization by the state one or another welfare model. The existence of 

several models of a social state in Europe which interacted with civil society and 

market economy in different ways complicates the task of the harmonization of the 

social policies of the Member States, as a consequence in this period they insisted on 

their own, without involving supranational structures, implementation of a social 

function. Starting from 1975 the stage of slowdown in the development of social 

statehood began. According to studies of J. J. Heckman, Instead of fostering the 

necessary adaptation and flexible responses to it increasingly rapid changes, modern 

European welfare states, which helped fuel economic and social progress during the 
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'trente glorieuses' (the 30 years between 1945 and 1975 when Europe witnessed an 

unprecedented period of growth, stability and social cohesion), now often protect the 

status quo [18]. 

Non-synchronization of the national and pan-European process of the 

development of social policy has been observed for a long time. Construction of the 

one social space intensified in the second half of the 1980's. This was linked to the 

need for broad social support of the integration process, which had entered the level 

of the creation of the EU. The social policy of EU was recognized as one of the key 

instruments of integration after the adoption of the Single European Act (1986).  

Since that time, European Communities took the position of a new type of a social 

and political civilization, the basis of which was the democracy of the European 

model, socially oriented to the market economy, legal and social state. 

The SEA had entered the agenda for the formation of a single social space. It 

slightly expanded the competence of supranational institutions in a social sphere 

(while respecting the principle of subsidiarity [19]), but it managed to violate the 

principle of unanimity in resolving issues, related to the safety and health of workers. 

Another innovation had become to the recognition of the role of social partners as 

indispensable actors in life communitarian social policy.  

During the session of the European Council in Hanover (1988) it was indicated 

that there is a reliance of the implementation of the program for the creation of a 

single internal market on social dimension. In September of that year, the European 

Commission prepared a document that listed the possible measures of the European 

Union Communities in the social sphere (but did not specify the terms of their 

implementation). 

The adoption of the Community Charter of Fundamental Social Rights of 

Workers (Social Charter) (1989), which consolidated the 12 basic rights, was an 

important step towards the formation of a European social model. The Charter, which 

has not legal, but political character, did not expand the competence of the European 

Communities in the social sphere. However, an attempt was made to specify the 

content of the European social model. But the implementation of the provisions of the 
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Charter was impossible without amending the original sources with the rights of the 

European Community, which necessitated their updating. 

As a result, on the 21st of November, 1990 the European Parliament adopted a 

decision according to which the Commission during the development of any 

legislative documents packages had to take into account a social policy.  

In the early 1990's, the European Communities clashed with a number of 

problems in the social sphere, among which the main place was occupied by two of 

them: 

– the expansion of the competence of EU institutions, which would allow them 

to be effective to the implement measures within the framework of realization the 

social functions by national governments; 

– realization of principles of convergence and harmonization of national 

systems, social protection (it is difficult to realize this task, since it prevailed the idea 

that Europe cannot and should not have a strategy for national reforming the labor 

market and social policies. It is up to each national government to design and 

implement its own strategy [12, p. 386]).  

Although there were misunderstandings between Member States in views both 

about the adoption of social policy and its content, the vast majority of them (except 

for Great Britain and Ireland) showed a desire to bring nationality social models in 

line with the model, which was named European Social Model (ESM). 

The idea of a European Social Model was proposed in the early 1980 by the 

President of the European Commission Jacques Delors to distinguish Europe from the 

United States [20, p. 288]. Wickham (2002) stated that the main difference between 

the United States and Europe was that Europeans have social rights [21]. According 

to some authors, the frequent references to the European Social Model were even 

used to conceal the fundamental neoliberal character of the European integration 

process [22, p. 2]. 

However, in our opinion, implementation and rather successful functioning of 

the ESM is a clear indication of the commitment of the EU and its member states to 

the European humanitarian values, common interests and human rights, as well as 
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intentions to achieve the balance between economic growth and social fairness. 

During the creation of the ESM, European governments were trying to make a 

significant improve welfare, to raise the level of economic development of the EU 

and each Member State, and also to ensure an equitable distribution of public wealth.  

The extent of the political integration of the Community is determined by the 

scope (how many policies?) and level (how deep?) of amalgamation between the 

member states [23]. In the early 1990's Member States were aware that they have a 

need to expand the integration into the political and social spheres. This decision was 

connected with that, according to Fritz W. Scharpf, the advance of economic 

integration has greatly reduced the capacity of member states to influence the course 

of their own economies and to realize self-defined sociopolitical goals. In short, 

compared to the repertoire of policy choices that was available two or three decades 

ago, European legal constraints have greatly reduced the capacity of national 

governments to influence growth and employment in the economies for whose 

performance they are politically accountable. It is no wonder, therefore, that countries 

and interest groups that had come to rely on social regulations of the economy and 

generous welfare-state transfers and services are now expecting the European Union 

to protect the «European Social Model» and thus to re-establish the constitutional 

parallelism of economic («market making») and social protection («market 

correcting») interests and policy purposes that had existed at the national level before 

the take-off of economic integration [14, р. 648–649]. 

We have to admit the fact that the creation of ESM was evaluated indistinct: 

some authors believed that the Europeanisation of social policy is a ‘cornerstone’ of 

the policy package and that Lisbon represents a genuine turn to the social in EU 

thinking, the others insisted on , that the core of the project is economic union or 

integration more widely, and that the attention turns to social policy only because it is 

necessary to cushion socio-politically the impact of the single market and associated 

change [24, p. 15–16]. 

The improvement of  social policy of united Europe is related to the entry into 

the force of Maastricht Treaty on European Union [25],which complemented the  
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Treaty establishing the European Economic Community with articles VIII «Social 

Policy, Education, Vocation Training and Youth» і XIV «Economic and Social 

Cohesion», and also applications – Agreement on Social Policy and Protocol on 

Social Policy. Monica Threlfall notes this represented a gain in Community 

competencies, as the issue of social exclusion became a legitimate field of concern, 

and aspects of social legislation were facilitated by qualified majority voting (QMV) 

in the Council of Ministers, such as equality between men and women in employment 

[26, p. 276]. 

An essential innovation was introduction of the Open Method of Coordination 

(ОМС) in order to protect and promote Social Europe [27–29]. The Lisbon Summit 

then introduced the generic label of OMC and resolved to apply it not only to issues 

of education, training, R&D and enterprise policy, but also to «social protection» and 

«social inclusion». The Open Method was most fully specified for the European 

Employment Strategy (EES) which came to be known as the «Luxembourg Process» 

[14, р. 652–653]. Using the Open Method of Coordination should have helped to 

restore the principle of solidarity in the EU, because solidarity is mostly limited to 

national borders. The European Commission insisted on this demand [30]. 

The process of the development of the Maastricht Treaty was accompanied by 

the study of problems related to the introduction of the European social policy, as 

results of which had been prepared «Growth, Competitiveness, Employment: The 

Challenges and Ways Forward into the 21st Century – White Paper» [31] (1993), 

«Green Paper – European social policy – Options for the Union» [32] (1993) і 

«European Social Policy – A Way Forward for the Union. A White Paper» [33] 

(1994). Therefore, at the end of the 20th century holding a single social policy 

became a vital element which was necessary for strengthening the internal ties within 

the EU and the formation of a European identity. Competences which were granted to 

communist institutions, policy of social partnerships they are realizing on an EU 

scale, different forms and levels of cooperation lead to the increase of the role of 

supranational regulation, enforcement of the principle of the primacy of EU law over 

the relevant ones in national law branches. 
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The Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) marked another milestone in the status of 

social policies in general, as they were bolstered by a set of civil and human rights1.  

The Amsterdam Treaty gave an impulse to the intensification of social policy 

and harmonization of national social legislation. The social EU policy, from this 

moment means the development of the concept of EU activity in the social sphere; 

detection of determinants that guarantee the quality of life, steady development, 

competitiveness and others most important indicators of the full potential growth of 

the EU; creation of a comprehensive system of events and programs, social 

technologies that provide social stability, overcome internal contradictions and the 

struggle between different social forces; the formation of the mechanism ensuring EU 

interests and solving relevant tasks in the social sphere; forecasting of the EU social 

future, ways of social development a new integrated society, the possible 

consequences of this complex and largely contradictory process [4, p. 19]. 

In this way, the Maastricht and Amsterdam treaties and the «Program of Social 

Action» defined the legal basis of the EU social policy, provided the legal conditions 

for the implementation of the rights which were proclaimed in the Charter and had 

shown the awareness of Europeans about the need to pay attention  to the problems 

which determine the meaning of the concept of «social dimension». The social 

integration has progressed through convergence of policies, policy outcomes and social 

trends, as well as through harmonization and approximation of laws, to the point where 

a series of «single social areas» have been created in which citizens experience living 

or working in the EU as if they were in a single country [26, р. 274]. 

The concept of «social dimension» focuses on the social implications of each 

direction of the EU policy, and the activities of the Union are shown through the 

prism of the social problems existing within its framework [34]. Within the 

geographical boundaries of the EU the social dimension is expressed throughout the 

                                                           

1
 Monica Threlfall notes: «The status of gender equality was raised, to become a chief goal of the EU (Art. 2), and 

positive action to advance sex equality was allowed (Art. 141). A new article with wide-reaching implications banned 

discrimination on the grounds of sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age and sexual orientation 

(Art. 6A, later consolidated as 13). It allowed the Community to take action to combat discrimination, albeit only via 

unanimity in the Council of Ministers. This marked a clear shift by the EU towards addressing issues of race and 

ethnicity, and by implication, the treatment of new immigrants and foreigners» [26, p. 277–278]. 
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creation of a single social space, a category, which means the space, in accordance 

with EU law, the social policy of the EU is being implemented.  

An update of the paradigm of social development and social policy in the 

EUтoccurs consistently and gradually, taking into account the  previous achievements  

of Member States and the Union as a whole, existing national traditions, based on a 

deep analysis of the current state and prospects for its development. As a result, the 

level of centralization of social policy at the supranational level is determined by the 

nature of the problems that face the integration association, peculiarities of the 

corresponding stage of development. 

Since the modern stage in the development of social statehood in Europe 

occurs under the powerful influence of the requirements of globalization and regional 

integration, the ability of national powers form and realize their own social policy to 

independently is gradually decreasing now. Despite this tendency caused by objective 

factors national state is trying to maintain its own legitimacy and functionality, which 

prompts it to adapt the national one strategies of social and economic development to 

global dimensions. In addition, the implications of the two rounds of eastward 

enlargement of the 2000s do not merely complicate but fundamentally preclude any 

prospect of major re-regulatory social policy [35; 36, p. 754]. 

The Contradiction of economic and social rights, as well as blurring social 

standards between the «old» and «new» members of the Union threaten the EU with 

the process of disintegration, forcing the Union's institutions to respond to the 

problem. The European Parliament in 2008 approved a special resolution on 

challenges to collective agreements in the EU (2008/2085) INI)), in which he 

emphasized that it was unacceptable to give preference to economic rights over social 

rights [37]. Parliament also appealed to national governments to develop measures 

that would limit social dumping between Member States of the EU. 

About the tendency to strengthen the role of communitarian institutions in the 

EU and the implementation of social policy indicates the expansion of their functions 

in this particular area. Nowadays they are engaged in developing a strategy for social 

development of the EU, framework programs for social action and general 
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guidelines; holding researches on the problems of promoting social dialogue; analysis 

of the situation and control over observance of the agreed course and execution of the 

taken decisions basically in Member States, and, where necessary, the development 

of recommendations of national governments; coordination of actions which are 

made by Member States; development supranational regulations on social issues and 

control over the implementation process in national legislation, etc. 

J. M. Barroso, the Chairman of the European Commission, at the end of the 

first term of his chairmanship, tried to demonstrate commitment to the idea of 

security of the Social rights: in a message to the European Parliament (2009), he 

noted that social rights, is particular the right to strike and to associate, have a 

fundamental value for the European model of society [38]. However, financial (2008) 

and demographic crises hinder expansion social programs of both individual Member 

States and the EU as a whole. The president of the European Central Bank, Mario 

Draghi, stated in an interview with the Wall Street Journal in February 2012 that the 

there may have been a time when Europe could afford to maintain a comprehensive 

system of welfare protection, but given the economic problems faced by many 

European countries, as highlighted by the current crisis, this is no longer the case. 

The ECB president, furthermore, noted that austerity coupled with structural change 

is the only option for economic renewal in Europe [22, р. 1–2]. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that in the expert environment has been put forward the conclusion that the 

overall thrust of European integration, especially under the two Barroso Commission 

cabinets, has been largely deregulatory and (neo)liberal in nature, which suggests that 

the commitment to a re-regulatory ‘Social Europe’ of the Jacques Delors era (1985–

94) has been all but abandoned [36, p. 753]. Expert environment was put forward by 

the Conclusion has been made that the general thrust of European integration, 

especially under the two Barroso Commission chambers, has been largely 

deregulatory and (neo) liberal in nature, which suggests that the commitment to a re-

regulation. The 'Social Europe' of the Jacques Delors era (1985-94) has been all but 

abandoned [36, p. 753]. 

Despite the pessimistic conclusions, there is still some progress in solving the 
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issue of the ESM at the present stage. Lisbon Treaty details the goals of the Union's 

social policy; provides the binding force of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union that fixes the basic social and labor rights of EU citizens; relates 

social policy to the shared competence of the EU and the Member States; allows EU 

institutions to set minimum social and labor standards by harmonizing them, which 

does not deprive national governments of  the right to develop and introduce 

additional requirements for raising social standards for the protection of the 

population [39]. 

In March 2010, the European Commission developed and approved a new 

strategy for economic development «Europe 2020: A European Strategy for Smart, 

Sustainable and Inclusive Growth» [40]. One of the basic tasks of the Strategy is to 

ensure the overall growth under which the Commission understands the economy as a 

high degree of the population employment inside the country, which strives to 

economic, social and territorial association. Comprehensive growth of the economy 

should provide people with new opportunities through high level of employment, 

investments in knowledge and skills, combating poverty and improvement of the 

labor market, training and social protection, which together can make a contribution 

in building more socially homogeneous society.  It is really necessary for the results 

of economic growth to be distributed throughout the EU in order to enhance the 

territorial unity. 

Conclusion. The analysis of the content and directions of the evolution of 

social policy of The European Union give us a chance to make some conclusions. 

1. The assertion of social statehood in Western Europe, its agreement with 

requirements of market economy in general terms happened in the middle of the 

twentieth century. However, at the supranational level the process of introducing 

social policy as an independent direction of the integration process stretched for 

almost forty years throughout the inhibition of this process by national governments. 

2. The EU was  implementing social policies at all stages of the integration, 

however, the content and forms of its realization changed in accordance with the 

needs and the vision of the place and the role of supranational institutions in the 
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implementation of the social function. Nowadays a European social model was 

emerged.  It absorbed the best achievements of national models of social statehood 

and functions on a basis of social rights which were developed in the EU. 

3. While implementing social policy, the EU acts in accordance with the 

principles of subsidiarity and proportionality, sharing responsibility for 

implementation social protection with the governments of the Member States. The 

activity of the EU Institutions in social policy has a coordinating, complementary and 

stimulating nature. 

4. In the field of social welfare there is a gradual process of convergence of 

national legislation. Harmonization of social legislation of the Member States is 

limited and is reduced to the introduction of minimum social standards that should 

not prevent the creation and development of small and medium enterprises. 

5. The financial crisis had a negative impact on EU social policy. Measures of 

national and supranational levels of government are aimed to escape from it, also it is 

predicting not only the change of models of social statehood on national level, but 

also an update to the ESM. However, the complete refusal of achievements in the 

social sphere will not take place, as this will cause significant damage to the 

integration process. 
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Окладная М. Г., Трагнюк А. Р. «Европейская социальная модель»: проблемы 

осмысления. 

Исследуется феномен европейской социальной интеграции и тем самым 

устанавливаются основы, необходимые для ответа на вопрос: что представляют собой 

Европейская социальная модель, каким образом она соотносится с национальными 

моделями социального государства, какое влияние на нее осуществляет экономическая 

интеграция в ЕС на современном этапе. 

Ключевые слова: Европейская социальная модель; социальное государство; 

социальная політика; солидарность; социальная интеграция: Европейский Союз. 
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