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vision, to allow us to forge broad progres-
sive coalitions, both politically and with civic 
society, at local, national and European level 
and with strong global links.
 
This renewal needs to build on an honest 
analysis of our condition, but also a profound 
re�lection on the underlying cultural, soci-
etal and economic changes of the last two 
decades. And it needs to tackle our political 
positioning vis à vis other political, social and 
economic actors, the substance of our pro-
gram and our style and communication in an 
integrated manner.

Critical engagement with Europe
We also need to acknowledge that social 
democracy’s close involvement in the Euro-
pean project has not always helped voters’ 
identi�ication with our parties. The European 
Union’s current ingrained orientation to a, 
very often, neo-liberal market model rein-
forces the very tendencies towards more 
insecure livelihoods and growing inequality. 
Therefore, even though member states have 
remained responsible for most social and 

The crisis of social democracy

European social-democratic parties have lost 
the political initiative. Across most of West-
ern Europe the centre left is confronted with 
long-term downward electoral trends and 
faces an erosion of trust from the electorate–
albeit to different degrees. It seems unlikely 
this is a temporary situation, which will solve 
itself with the next swing of the political 
pendulum. Furthermore, notwithstanding the 
successes of the Southern and some Central 
European social democratic parties, our 
political family as a whole is in a crisis. This 
much was proven in the slipstream of the 
�inancial and economic crisis, when it became 
clear we have no credible alternative narra-
tive for economic and social governance that 
has broad attractiveness or distinctiveness.
 
Successfully �inding a way out of the pre-
dicament European social democracy is in, 
necessarily involves more than laying down 
a pertinent policy program and recon�irming 
or better communicating our basic values, 
actions and achievements. Social democracy 
needs to reinvent itself, at national level but 
also as a political family sharing a common 
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welfare arrangements, European integration 
is seen as a vehicle of a purely market driven 
economic globalisation which appear to be 
moving our societies in uncomforting direc-
tions. Many voters hold this against us.
 
But on the other hand, in a globalized risk 
society European cooperation is the most 
important instrument for individual Euro-
pean societies to maintain an in�luence over 
their own future. Economically and politically 
our countries have to a high degree become 
interdependent. Especially from a social dem-
ocratic point of view, we need effective and 
intensive, internal and external cooperation 
within the European Union to maintain the 
achievements of the social market economy 
and preserve welfare arrangements.
 
Neither Europe, nor the US can any longer 
be con�ident to remain leading global actors. 
From some perspectives, like China’s, the 
EU is rather at the periphery. This relative 
decline of the European continent may have 
absolute consequences for European member 
states, economically and politically. A divided 
EU risks being shut out from decision making 
on global governance. A strong Europe is nec-
essary to take responsibility for both internal 
and global challenges and to retain an in�lu-
ence on the way globalization is structured 
and governed and therefore to accomplish 
important parts of our agenda.
 
Reclaim the EU as a progressive project
A convincing social-democratic vision for 
the European project needs to overcome the 
discrepancy between European policymak-
ing and the concerns of our voters. To avoid 
social democratic parties turning inward and 
prevent a political backlash against Euro-
pean integration, reclaiming the idea of the 
European Union as a progressive project, is 
therefore a crucial element of social-demo-
cratic renewal.
 
This paper looks at the background of so-
cial democracy’s electoral losses, focussing 
primarily on the experiences of continental 
Western Europe. It argues that an integrated 
approach to renewal is necessary, encom-

passing positioning, substance and commu-
nication. It concludes by presenting the main 
issues for a European agenda that could be 
part of such renewal.
 
 
Why did we lose the initiative?
 
Although the situation differs considerably 
across Europe, a number of common causes 
for the gradual decline of the strength of so-
cial democratic parties can be identi�ied.
 
Fragmentation & new competitors
Firstly, in a parallel and interconnected evo-
lution, our societies and political arena have 
changed. Traditional socio-political alle-
giances have diminished and the institutions 
that used to regulate social and economic 
life – churches, families, trade unions, public 
television and newspapers – have subsided 
or assumed other roles. Our societies have 
diversi�ied, spurred by technological and cul-
tural changes; citizens are less docile, more 
re�lective, vocal and demanding.
The consequence is that on the one hand, 
parties of the centre can no longer count on 
a loyal electorate, while on the other hand 
new political parties that emerged in the 
wake of these developments, seem to cater 
better to the demands of electoral subgroups. 
Challenging the once dominant position of 
the political parties of the centre in general, 
social-democratic parties in particular face 
competition from left, green and social-lib-
eral parties. This diversi�ication is a lasting 
feature of the political landscape.

An antagonistic ‘zeitgeist’
Secondly, cultural changes in our societies 
have a deep impact on the appeal of our po-
litical program. Individualism, consumption 
and entertainment have become important 
motives, creating a social context where val-
ues such as solidarity and social justice or the 
legitimacy of promoting the common interest 
are experienced differently. In a sense social 
democracy is out of tune with this “zeitgeist”, 
which resonates better with various strands 
of populism. Worse, we did not offer credible 
ways to reintroduce the concepts of solidarity 
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and fairness in combination with support for 
individual interests and aspirations into the 
public imagination.

Our legacy up for grabs
Thirdly, many of social democracy’s main 
achievements – such as equality before the 
law, voting rights, paid holidays, workers’ 
rights or education for all – have come to be 
taken for granted. That this was a big suc-
cess and victory for social democracy was 
often even denied by ourselves. Such timidity 
deprives us of the opportunities to formulate 
a political vision that builds on this legacy.
 
The Third Way was a dead end
The success of many of Europe’s social demo-
cratic parties in the 1990s was based on pre-
senting a way out of the dichotomy between 
market and state, while maintaining the goals 
of social justice and equity. This allowed the 
centre-left to modernize the welfare state 
and pursue a comprehensive deregulation 
agenda in an age of economic optimism. At 
the same time, our economies underwent 
a fundamental transformation: the transi-
tion from organised industrial capitalism 
to global �inancial capitalism and a gradual 
shift from manufacturing to services. These 
developments reshuf�led the �ield of econom-
ic governance, affecting the scope of state 
intervention. The Third Way’s conviction 
that its policies could contain market forces 
was based on a previous version of capitalist 
organization that was fast disappearing. 
Moreover, the Third Way underestimated the 
political consequences of changing labour 
relations and the confusion between public 
and private its policies introduced. This now 
leaves social democrats struggling to credibly 
make a common case to tackle the �lipside 
of the economic dynamism deregulation 
unleashed: job insecurity, in-work poverty 
and inequality, the dismantling of previ-
ous socio-economic arrangements and the 
(partial) privatization of the public sphere, 
the economic dictates of the global �inancial 
markets, private extravagancy or irrespon-
sible risk taking. 

The Third Way constituted more a compro-

mise with than an alternative to neo-liberal-
ism, and we can now conclude that in the 
countries concerned, the success of Third 
Way constituted a temporary resurgence 
of social democracy at the price of a loss of 
ideological identity. The voters we have lost 
on one side, we haven’t won on the other.

While the limits of the free market have be-
come apparent, other political questions have 
gained prominence. Ranging from climate 
change to immigration and security threats, 
9/11 was a watershed moment in this re-
spect. Furthermore, the receding role of the 
nation state has gone hand in hand with an 
upsurge of identity politics, which has also 
impacted on voters’ attitudes towards Euro-
pean cooperation. Our hesitations towards 
offering solid answers to these questions 
as part of our (common) program has rein-
forced doubts of voters, which is re�lected, 
not least, by the advent of anti-immigration 
parties in some countries. 

An icon of sincerity?
Fifthly, we struggle with the legacy of the 
Third Way in a different way, too. Because 
of our embrace of market logic, globaliza-
tion, change and ef�iciency, our language 
sometimes appears insensitive to basic social 
needs and lacking compassion. In the balance 
between responsibility for government and 
responsiveness to citizens’ concerns, social 
democrats are too often found on the ‘mana-
gerial’ side, presenting what are basically 
political questions as policy issues, underes-
timating the importance of voters’ apprecia-
tion for a much more straightforward reason-
ing and vocabulary.

After years in government, sometimes in 
uncomfortable coalitions with the centre-
right, we have also become identi�ied with 
the changes that cause anxiety and insecurity, 
which is one of the backgrounds of the dis-
trust and scepticism social democrats often 
face. Political challengers employ varying 
combinations of issue based politics, value 
orientations and populist sentiment to at-
tract voters. The centre-right has internalised 
much of the social market agenda, while be-
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neath the surface it often pursues a combina-
tion of economical deregulation and, increas-
ingly, cultural conservatism or nationalism.

A triple trial 

We can structure the task before us in three 
clusters: position, policies and pro�ile. Cru-
cially these clusters are mutually interdepen-
dent: to recapture our strength, we need to 
approach renewal in an integrated manner.
 
Reaf�irm our values – �ind new allies  
The core issues and values of social democ-
racy (regulated markets, social justice, a 
reasonable social safety net, equal rights, in-
ternational responsibility and solidarity) are 
still widely shared and even deeply engrained 
in the political orientations of European vot-
ers. There is thus still considerable scope for 
progressive politics.
 
At the same time, we are facing socio-politi-
cal fragmentation. Moreover, voter apathy, 
distrust in political institutions and even 
outright political cynicism are on the rise. 
This makes it much more dif�icult to con-
vince people of the urgency of political action 
towards common goals in such spheres as 
economic and climate regulation or global 
leadership.
 
Social democrats need to reconnect to a voter 
base that is much more varied and volatile 
than twenty years ago and will continue to 
diversify. To have broad appeal requires not 
only clarity and consistency but also a much 
more active effort to win people for our 
case. Our program needs to accommodate a 
blue-collar constituency – which is likely to 
further shrink, but will also be hit hardest by 
economic change. But we should not do so 
at the cost of losing middle class support, in 
particular that of a younger generation and 
an emerging class of entrepreneurial self-
employed in the services economy, which is 
likely to further grow. The latter, although 
generally not uncomfortable in a competitive 
market environment, are neither necessar-
ily economically right wing nor conservative. 

They are a constituency of great potential 
for social democrats, which has so far been 
mostly overlooked.

Politically, we can presume, at least in non-
majority political systems, that in the short to 
medium term social-democratic parties will 
not regain such strength to execute a politi-
cal program single-handedly. This problem 
multiplies at the European level, since only a 
minority of European governments has a so-
cial-democratic signature. Regardless of their 
political colour they will tend, constrained by 
national circumstances, to pursue national 
policy preferences. In the European Parlia-
ment, this poses a tremendous challenge 
too, because majority formation necessarily 
implies entering into broad coalitions that 
include liberals, leftists, Greens and also the 
centre-right.
 
Therefore we need to orientate ourselves on 
the progressive block as a whole. A political 
agenda can no longer be effectively carried by 
political parties alone, but needs to reso-
nate more broadly in society. The centre-left 
needs to form civic and political alliances 
around issues such as equal rights, & citizen-
ship, global challenges (peace and security, 
development, climate change) and above all 
economic governance and social inclusion.

Put the market in its proper place
To counter the ideological hegemony of 
the market as panacea for all our economic 
and social troubles, Europe’s centre-left is 
in urgent need of new conceptual thinking. 
If we are to recapture the intellectual and 
political leadership social democracy had in 
Europe only ten years ago, we need to de-
velop a forward-looking vision beyond the 
dichotomy between state and market. A shift 
to the left in the traditional sense of a strong 
state intervention agenda is not the answer. 
Like placing trust in more market to cure our 
woes, this would be a return to the answers 
of the past under wholly different conditions. 
Moreover, it would leave social democracy 
both isolated politically – since such an agen-
da is unlikely to muster a majority –prone to 
the charge of hypocrisy and alienated from 
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the middle classes. But we do need reintro-
duce the distinction between the market as 
a positive mechanism that promotes wealth 
creation, and the market as a theoretical 
construct, as a goal in itself, and as an – often 
�lawed and sometimes harmful – instrument 
for regulation in the public domain.
 
This vision must at the same time capture 
more than the purely economic dimension. 
We need to expand our political philosophy 
into the moral, ethical and cultural dimen-
sions of social and economic life. We should 
consequently not shy away from propagating 
forms of solidarity that are genuinely embed-
ded in social relations, rather than built on 
ideological preconceptions. These need to en-
compass not only the conventional lower and 
middle classes but extend to the ‘new poor’ 
and immigrant communities and – anticipat-
ing a possible clash of generations – need 
more explicitly re�lect the relations between 
generations.

To promote a vision of society that is driven 
more by notions of quality of life than growth 
or quantity of consumption, we must identify 
and promote new markers of economic suc-
cess and social achievement. The quest for 
alternative indicators than GDP for economic 
performance is a welcome �irst step in this 
direction, but needs to be complemented by 
broader re�lection on cultural patterns that 
shape people’s motivations and aspirations, 
if we want to achieve the lifestyle changes 
necessary for a sustainable future. In this 
framework we should also address the role 
and practices of states in a broader sense: the 
possibilities and limits to global governance 
and the relation between the private sphere, 
public identity and government.
 
A new style
Our political practices and style have not ad-
equately adapted to new social and cultural 
tendencies. A different style of communica-
tion is not just a complementary or optional 
element of renewal and entails more than 
a simple update of form. Rebranding social 
democracy – including charismatic leader-
ship – is central to the challenge we face and 

at the same time dependent on the extent to 
which it can re�lect programmatic renewal. 
Communicating differently can only be effec-
tive if we have a coherent message.
 
In many countries our close link with state 
management negatively affects the trust 
citizens accord us. That also applies to our ac-
tivities at EU level, where perhaps sometimes 
we act too much as the defender of institu-
tional interests, and too little as a political 
actor and movement. We should move from 
institutional identi�ication to civic identi�i-
cation, while emphasizing we are part of a 
global movement. This needs to be re�lected 
in a different, more authentic language that is 
closer to people’s concerns. Finding ways to 
present complex problems in more elementa-
ry terms is a major challenge, closely related 
to conceptual renewal. Furthermore, feel-
ings of insecurity put a premium on sincerity 
and value based politics. Solutions should 
not only be right, they should also feel right. 
Politicians need to be able to connect to the 
emotions of voters. 

New communication strategies also need to 
take into account that public opinion is no 
longer de�ined through a limited number of 
channels, but continuously shaped and re-
shaped in a volatile public arena that is frag-
mented and characterized by a domination of 
electronic media. That implies careful dealing 
with compromises and presenting them for 
what they are. It also means the anticipated 
public reception of our positions need to be 
taken into account much more seriously. 
 
There is also a great challenge for the or-
ganisation of our parties. Have we drawn the 
right conclusions from the fact that many 
of our parties have lost considerable parts 
of their membership base? Many citizens 
continue to be politically active, but they 
increasingly prefer looser forms of political 
engagement than full-scale party member-
ship. However, our parties are still mostly 
centralised organisations that offer few op-
portunities for active participation. In order 
to mobilise majorities, we will therefore also 
need to identify and practice new ways to 
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reach and connect to our voters, organise 
two-way communication, connect to grass-
roots movements and mobilise civic support 
for our agenda, all of which require a sus-
tained effort and an open view to examples of 
success within our own political family both 
inside and outside Europe.

Find the narrative 
Successful renewal thus critically depends 
on approaching our position in the political 
�ield, the substance of our program in a broad 
sense and the way we communicate simulta-
neously. We also need to take the underlying 
factors explaining our weak position serious-
ly, which implies that a successful new nar-
rative needs to tackle not only the economic, 
but also the cultural and the political dimen-
sion. We cannot afford to be selective.

The problem lies not in the basic values and 
principles of social democracy. We must 
rebuild our agenda �irmly from that basis, but 
acknowledge that to realise it in a radically 
different context than when it was conceived, 
social democracy must formulate an agenda 
that constitutes a genuine alternative to more 
of the same. We therefore propose it should 
incorporate four principles throughout.

Firstly, we need to emphasise the importance 
of the relation between the individual and 
collective. In a changing society, with strong 
tendencies of individualization, we must pro-
mote a new spirit of community, which can 
encompass different levels (local, national, 
European or global) depending on the issue.

Secondly, social democracy must promote 
a shift from quantity to quality, not only 
because of the changes necessary from the 
point of view of sustainability, but also as 
part of a vision of society not de�ined by con-
sumption, income or pro�it. Thirdly, we need 
to develop and disseminate an alternative 
conception of the economy, regulation of the 
market and its relation to the public domain.

Finally, we need to give politics back to the 
people. After all, the crisis of social democra-
cy is also a symptom of a broader legitimacy 

crisis of democratic politics. That we take 
this seriously needs to be re�lected program-
matically, in the way we communicate and 
above all in the way we act politically. This 
applies not least to European politics, where 
the accusation that decisions are taken over 
people’s heads is often all too easy to make.

Europe 2020
The outline of an agenda
 
A �irst test for our new capacity to regain 
con�idence and design visions for the future 
is our capacity to actively participate in the 
discussion and formulation of the agenda for 
Europe 2020. Already in the coming weeks 
and months we must de�ine a social-demo-
cratic agenda for the European Union, which 
must embody the changes in our thinking 
and de�ine a solid common platform for 
social democratic parties. Our agenda should 
also be distinctive, but without being radical 
to the point that �inding majorities becomes 
impossible.
 
Economy for the people
The formulation of the coordinates of a Eu-
ropean regulatory framework, in addition to 
national and international rules, is needed as 
precautionary measure against the derailing 
tendencies of free markets. It must also coun-
ter the conclusion that the internal market 
has on the whole been a driver for market lib-
eralisation instead of a safeguard against the 
misuse of market power by the few against 
the majority of citizens.
 
In concrete terms, as social-democrats we 
share the conviction that people, not pro�it, 
come �irst and that common action is a neces-
sary counterforce to market egotism. A Eu-
ropean framework for economic governance 
should match the �lexibility and volatility 
of global capital, promote a better balance 
between economic growth and equity, and 
contribute to directing investments towards 
sustainable technology. A solid European 
framework for supervision of the �inancial 
sector is a �irst necessity. In this respect, busi-
nesses, especially those who are victims of 
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�inancial market bubbles, are not necessarily 
adversaries, but potentially strong allies.
 
Our aim should not only be to make market 
capitalism accountable to citizens’ interest, 
but also to de�ine spaces of social and pub-
lic activity shielded from market intrusion 
especially in the �ield of public services. This 
implies a certain rede�inition of the hierarchy 
of economic freedoms. The mere occurrence 
of market distortions as a suf�icient argument 
to force economic competition onto certain 
sectors or the harmonisation of widely vary-
ing regulations or institutions is a victory of 
economic theory over social reality. Ef�iciency 
gains from competition do not always weigh 
up to the, sometimes considerable, economic 
and social costs involved, especially in the 
longer term.
 
In economic governance we should not 
consider inclusiveness as a mere welcome 
by-product of market dynamism, but as a 
primary goal. After all, inequalities and un-
fairness not only damage the individuals and 
groups concerned. They also work against 
social peace and competitiveness of our soci-
eties. More equality and fairness is a contri-
bution to the general welfare and therefore 
in the interest of all “classes”. In that sense it 
is, in itself, an investment in our societies and 
economies.
  
Make innovation matter for all
Education can make a strong and vital contri-
bution to both competitiveness and fairness. 
Special attention has to be given to the role 
of education in the �ight against exclusion 
and for job creation. In this sphere, promot-
ing creativity and innovation as main drivers 
of economic growth must be accompanied 
by a renewed focus on inclusiveness and 
economic equality. The �lexicurity approach, 
which has been the centrepiece of the Lisbon 
strategy, carries distinctive social democratic 
undertones, with its focus on skill develop-
ment, lifelong learning and active labour 
market policies.

Nevertheless, in practice the emphasis has 
been on �lexibility to the relative neglect of 

security and social cohesion. Flexibility must 
not be de�ined only in the interest of business 
and must be accompanied by a high level of 
security. Although the impact varies across 
the EU, in some countries the effect has been 
to proliferate low paid insecure jobs and a 
growing risk of in-work poverty.1 

Apart from purely economic effects, the �lexi-
bilization of European labour markets has 
had a profound social impact. It has become 
all but common to stress the development of 
the knowledge economy and focus on skills, 
knowledge, creativity and innovation to 
secure the economic fortunes of Europe. The 
image of the future this agenda paints, how-
ever, produces feelings of insecurity, degra-
dation and alienation among those who feel 
they lack the skills to come along. There is a 
clear link between this phenomenon and the 
loss of support for social democratic parties 
from lower classes.2  We should �ind ways to 
ensure Europe 2020 offers chances to all, not 
only the young and bright. If we fail in this 
respect we risk strengthening already exist-
ing outsider feelings.
 
An inclusive society: equality & diversity
We must seek to align the poorer groups 
of our societies, irrespective of their ethnic 
and national background, with the middle 
class and their interests. The middle classes 
are not the enemy of social democracy, but 
should be invited to be partners in building a 
more just and fair society. Both public inter-
vention and private initiatives are welcome to 
build cohesive societies with strong solidar-
ity.
 
Social democracy should not accept the sub-
mission of statehood and collective security 
or the advent of individualism, but promote 
a combination of individual empowerment, 
organized civil society and collective services. 
Education should make a de�inite contribu-
tion, towards a stronger sense of responsibil-
ity and awareness of the value of individual 
liberties and collective accomplishments, but 
also the cultural rights of the different ethnic 
groups.
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The �ight against right wing populism and 
xenophobia can only be effective, if we stress 
the socio-economic dimension, also in the 
integration debate. Diversity and migration 
are characteristics of modern societies. But 
we have to try to control and streamline mi-
gratory �lows, emphasising rights and obliga-
tions from all sides.

Connect sustainability
Our economic objectives need to converge 
with the demands of sustainability, which 
requires European leadership for global ac-
tion but also a solid framework for regional 
and local initiatives. Our program should 
contain concrete ways of articulating how 
the restructuring of the European economy 
towards sustainability offers the prospect of 
creating new jobs and improve the environ-
ment at the same time. Here, we need to link 
cultural attitudes and economic patterns to 
the �ight for a more sustainable environment, 
with the development of a clear attitude 
for clean politics, and (intergenerational) 
solidarity and the �ight against poverty and 
inequalities. The issue of the quality of life 
with its economic, social, psychological and 
cultural dimensions has to be of central con-
cern for social democracy.
 
A Global Actor
EU policies must reinforce national and local 
initiatives and construct an enabling and 
strategic European framework for our societ-
ies. The Europe of 2020 should neither be a 
Super State nor only a marketplace. Accord-
ing to social democrats it should be a pro-
moter and enforcer of national, regional and 
local efforts in sustainable economic growth, 
human rights inclusiveness and quality of life 
supplementing and supporting the necessary 
global efforts.
 
This cannot be separated form the global 
challenges for the EU, where it needs to 
carve out a leadership role among a grow-
ing number of emerging global actors. Social 
democrats must articulate Europe’s respon-
sibility to act according to these principles 
globally. Because worldwide poverty is not 
only a shame and to �ight against it is more 

than a moral obligation: it is also a question 
of long-term global security. The same is true 
for climate change and demographic develop-
ments. In these �ields social democrats must 
�ind one line for their domestic, European 
and global policies.

The Lisbon Treaty will increase the engage-
ment of Council, Commission and Parlia-
ment to implement this responsibility. In the 
course of that political strategy, we should 
help to develop a speci�ic European identity, 
which is not to contradict national identi-
ties or be in competition to other nations or 


