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RESEARCH AIMS
This part of the research examines the impact of fast-and slow-burning crises on public service provision (especially healthcare and housing) in the EU, aiming to go beyond existing knowledge on the
trends of public service restructuring before and during the financial crisis. While the general trends
of public service restructuring before and during the financial crisis are partly known, there is little
systematic research that would address the emerging multilevel governance of public services, its
differential impact on core and peripheral EU member states, as well as countries within and outside
of the Eurozone, and the concrete links between public services and political legitimacy have not yet
been well understood.
For decades, the public provision of housing and healthcare has been at the core of state-market relations in Europe and has enjoyed extensive popular legitimacy. Although the EU has mixed or indirect
competences with regards to public service provision, it has recently come to play a more prominent
role in shaping the European welfare state. During the past fifteen years, demographic changes and
fiscal constraints introduced by the monetary union, as well as the increasing significance of neoliberal ideas combined to weaken the public provision of these services. Moreover, the weakening
commitment to public housing was further compounded by the collateralisation of the housing stock
and the belief that the deregulation of mortgage finance and “democratization of credit” would make
possible the private provision of affordable housing for all social groups. This is particular the case for
peripheral European countries, where there was not much social housing to begin with. Even before
the Great Recession struck, most European countries experienced slow burning crises of social housing and public health. Furthermore, funding is not the only aspect of social housing provision that is
impacted by the crisis: with the general retreat of the welfare state housing providers nowadays increasingly have to go beyond ‘bricks and mortar’ to provide a range of services to support increasingly
fragile user population and the local communities.
On the demand side, both sectors have long been under the pressure of demographic change, With
regard to social housing, this has meant that demand has become more pressing. In health care, the
contradictions between the growing need for services on the one hand and insufficient resources on
the other have manifested themselves in severe labour shortages –one of the main symptoms of the
slow-burning crisis in healthcare. This occurs furthermore in a context of tough fiscal competition at
EU level and increased liberalisation of public services provision (see case studies).
New mechanisms in reply to those trends include the European Semester and the Excessive Deficit
Procedure (It is worth keeping in mind for instance that housing is an issue coming up more and more
frequently in all of the main components of the Semester process) and there is debate in the scientific
community on whether tighter surveillance of social issues should be seen as a “socialisation” of
the European Monetary Union or as a further subordination of social policy objectives to economic
governance. It is very difficult to establish the net effect of EU-governance measures on public services, even in countries which have been under direct Troika supervision, as it is difficult to isolate the
influence of the EU from what national governments would have done otherwise as well.
In sum, the EU governance architecture emerging from the crisis has sharpened the dilemma that
governments face between responsibility to international institutions and financial markets on the
one hand and political responsiveness to their own domestic electorate on the other. Public service
provision is an area where this balancing act proved to be very difficult. The purpose of the research is
to look at how the contradictions outlined above played out in different sectoral and national settings.
It is also to deepen knowledge of these issues through a systematic cross-country and cross-sectoral
comparison and this way enable stakeholders to design more forward looking policies that are able
to generate efficient and legitimate public services in times of crisis. The research investigates which
governance arrangements and policies have pertained to public services reforms over the past decade across the EU multi-level polity; what types of stakeholders have been involved; how can these
arrangements, and the policies which they have brought about, be assessed with regard to input
legitimacy (addressing participation and citizens’ demands), throughput legitimacy (in terms of governance and procedures) and output legitimacy (policy efficiency).
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MAIN HYPOTHESIS
The research builds on four hypotheses:
1. The fast-burning phase of the crisis only reinforces the type of policy recipes which have
prevailed in earlier phases, such as in the healthcare sector. A process of normalization
of “hot” knowledge and policy making can be observed both during slow and fast burning phases of the crisis.
2. If the fast-burning crisis reveals fundamental flows of existing knowledge and policies,
the elaboration of hot knowledge and politics is also expected in this period. An open
question remains whether and under which conditions the slow-burning phase will build
on the hot knowledge generated during the fast-burning phase, or will return to previous
knowledge and policies, such as in the housing sector.
3. During slow burning crises, output legitimacy is the most crucial while throughput legitimacy is being undermined by the reliance on quiet politics and business “expertise”.
This however is bound to change during the fast burning crisis phase, where politics
starts to matter both in terms of input legitimacy and in the way the sphere of quiet politics is being dragged into the light.
4. Regarding multilevel governance, the European Semester, because it prioritizes deficit
reduction over other policy objectives, is likely to feed a deterioration of output legitimacy. In terms of throughput legitimacy, great variation may occur according to national
institutional arrangements.

RESEARCH METHOD
The first step of the research is to identify countries that may have the same profile and
sectoral comparisons, based on the available literature, policy reports and statistical data.
Secondly, a mapping of the relevant actors and issues in different national contexts is being
made. Discursive institutionalism suggests that issue definition - the diagnosis of the same
apparent problem - might already diverge across countries, which needs to be taken into
account during the mapping exercise. The crisis might be explained by the inefficiency of
public policy in one country or as a result of the pressure coming from the EU on public finances in another. As a third step, field research is being carried out, mostly in the form of
semi-structured interviews with the representatives of selected institutional actors.
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CASE STUDIES
Over the past two decades, the provision of public services in general has been increasingly
problematic. In spite of persisting contrasts in outcomes due to various welfare states traditions, it is possible to identify common trends in the problems face by European countries
and government responses. Comparisons have been led in core countries of the Eurozone
(France, the Netherlands) and the periphery (Ireland) as well as in core countries outside the
Eurozone (UK, Denmark) and the periphery (Hungary). The healthcare and social housing
sectors are being scrutinized here for case studies as they best illustrate this situation.
Indeed, both sectors have long been under the pressure of demographic change, whether
because of an ageing population, immigration, or the concentration of population in large
urban centres leading to imbalances in services provision and needs. The economic depression created by the financial crisis in 2008 resulted in rising levels of unemployment and
dependence towards social assistance in general, e.g. free healthcare and social housing.
This has led to a degradation of access to services.
Second, the financing of public services through tax revenue has become increasingly problematic. European, national and regional authorities have taken out large loans during the
2000s to finance public services related to infrastructure and welfare state development to
compensate the lack of State revenue through taxes (on work and capital) in a context of fiscal competition within the European single market. In the wake of the financial crisis these
credits dried out, leading to more acute problems of financing. In the healthcare sector,
this has meant dramatic decrease in labour and shortages and closures of hospitals. With
regard to social housing, this has meant growing discrepancy between needs and supply of
low price housing leading to a situation of continuous emergency. Similarly to the situation
in the healthcare sector, there is evidence that the initial crisis phase has led to a stalemate
in investment and expenditure as fiscal discipline has become tighter. A second trend is
that access to social housing becomes even more restricted to target the most vulnerable
categories of people.
Finally, the long-standing deterioration of public finances led, over the past twenty years,
to a creeping marketization of public services, that is the introduction of price-based competition among providers, the logic of profit making and new forms of management. In the
healthcare sector, this has meant the privatisation of hospitals or the introduction of market
mechanisms within the public health system. The general trend points to the emergence of
two-tier health care systems, meaning that free public services are basic services targeted
at vulnerable groups while private services can be purchased privately by those who can
afford it. Accordingly, in most countries the shares of private insurance schemes are increasing. In the social housing sectors, marketisation and privatisation have occurred through
incentives for increasing the shares of owner occupation, a decrease in state subsidies and
the commercialisation or privatisation of financing.
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SCIENTIFIC IMPACT
Research on welfare services in the framework of the EU is scattered through public administration, public policy, law and sociology. There is a myriad of empirically driven sectoral,
European or national studies dealing with the restructuring of welfare and public services
showing how, to various extents, there has been a deep, common trend towards the marketization of welfare. The influence of the EU decision-level has also been grasped from various
perspectives, such as the role of legislation and case law over services of general interest.
More recently, research has mainly focused on the causes and the immediate effects in the
heat of the financial crisis, such as weakening commitment from governments, rising levels
of unemployment and dependence towards social assistance in general, e.g. free healthcare
and social housing. Finally, beyond the traditional comparative analysis of welfare state reform, a more recent strand of research has focused on the effects of the new EU governance
framework, namely the European Semester, on social policy in general (dilution in the overarching direction set by fiscal austerity VS opportunity to make social policy goals more
constraining for Member states and ‘socialization of the European Semester’).
Overall, scholars of welfare states and social policy tend to focus on labour market reforms
or large financial transfers such as pensions. In comparison, there is a lack of research dealing with service provision, the other key component of European welfare states. Besides,
scholars have either focused on long-term reform trajectory prior to the financial crisis or
on its immediate effects. Five years after the implementation of the first austerity plans and
the inception of the European Semester, there is a need to combine both perspectives. This
research should therefore generate up-to-date research filling a gap in the current scholarly
debate.

SOCIETAL IMPACT
This part of the research aims to support policy-makers in solving the dilemma between
financial responsibility and political responsiveness through policy recommendations, such
as the introduction of mechanisms to immunise investment of public services from fiscal discipline, the use of the EU budget to ensure the continuity and affordability of public services
or the set up of regulatory instruments at EU level.
For Housing Europe, this research is the occasion to enrich their analysis of the impact of
the crisis on the social housing sector with academic input (and vice-versa). It is also the
opportunity to strengthen their lobbying rationale and highlight some of the obstacles to a
better management of the crisis.

PEOPLE INVOLVED
•
•
•

CENTRAL EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY (CEU)
UNIVERSITÉ LIBRE DE BRUXELLES (ULB)
HOUSING EUROPE (CECODHAS)
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