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Introduction 
The aim of this report is to look at the membership of the Platform of 
European Social NGOs (Social Platform), allegedly the European 
Commission’s privileged civil society partner in social policy fields. The 
Social Platform is a coalition of civil society organisations (CSOs) in which 
a number of European umbrella organisations work together to represent 
the European CSOs working with social issues. The Social Platform now 
comprises of over forty organisations representing different social groups 
and defines itself as “the alliance of representative European federations and 
networks of non-governmental organisations active in the social sector” 
(www.socialplatform.org). Its official aim is to promote social justice and 
participatory democracy in Europe by advocating its members’ common 
positions and facilitating engagement in the interaction with policy makers 
on the issues such as poverty, equality, solidarity, non-discrimination, and 
fundamental rights (Social Platform Statutes). The Platform has played a 
significant role in advocating for a stronger social dimension of the Lisbon 
Strategy and in shaping various social policy agenda of the EU.  
 

Although there have been some analyses on the Social Platform’s internal 
dynamic and its external relations and interaction with the EU institutions 
(Cullen, 2005; 2010a; Geyer, 2001; Kendall, 2009) what is largely lacking 
is a body of empirical studies which actually look at the characteristics of 
these active social civil society organisations that are the members of the 
Platform (but see Cullen, 2003). While some individual members of the 
Social Platform may have been comparably well-known in their 
involvement in the EU policy making, by looking at the membership 
composition of the Platform from various aspects we might be able to 
identify some overarching features of these organisations. Hence, this report 
aims at mapping out of the Social Platform’s membership in relation to 
various factors which are deemed important in understanding the nature of 
the active European CSOs in social policy field. 
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In order to situate the Social Platform within a bigger picture of European 
governance involving civil society actors in social policy fields, the report 
proceeds in the following order. Firstly, some background accounts on the 
development of the EU’s social dimension and the role of civil society are 
summarised (2). Secondly, the European Commission’s consultation regime 
and how it interacts with CSOs are presented (3). Thirdly, the question of 
why such interactions take place is explored by looking at the EU’s discourse 
on participatory governance (4). This is followed by the illustration of who 
became the active social CSO actors at European level, which addresses 
primarily the Social Platform and its members (5). Following these 
discussions, how the data were collected in order to investigate the members 
of the Platform is briefed (6), and a range of descriptive analysis of these 
data is presented (7). Lastly, a few noteworthy aspects from the analysis and 
remaining questions regarding the issue of representation are discussed (8).   
  

Background – The EU’s  
social dimension and civil society 
 The promotion of the ‘social’ dimension of the European integration 
started in the late 80’s by the initiatives of the former president of the 
European Commission Jacque Delors’ and the followers’ social democratic 
aspiration. For them further European integration could not only be 
restricted to the economic aspects but had to take a new form to establish 
explicit social policy agendas at the European level. Economically integrated 
Europe was to be accompanied by socially coherent welfare and labour 
standards (Hermann - Hofbaur, 2007). Its development throughout the 
90’s saw for instance the inclusion of a social chapter in the Maastricht 
Treaty, the acknowledgement of the social partners’ role in shaping the 
social policy issues, the increasing participation of civil society organisations 
and the introduction of the Civil Dialogue, and the introduction of a 
number of directives related to the social policy issues. 
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With the launch of the Lisbon strategy in 2000, the social dimension of the 
European integration was again declared as an integral part of the EU’s 
strategic development to become the most competitive knowledge economy 
in the globalised world. The social policies of the EU were now integrated 
into the growth strategy by being redefined as a ‘productive’ factor, with the 
assumption heavily borrowed from the social investment strategy and the 
‘Third Way’ ideologies which put a great emphasis on human capital 
(Cantillon, 2011; Vandenbroucke - Vleminckx, 2011; Pochet, 2006; 
Zeitlin, 2008; Gilbert, 2004; Esping-Andersen et al., 2002). The 
realignment of the social dimension of the European project as an integral 
part of the growth strategy entailed the ‘modernisation’ of the existing 
welfare systems, in a way that a range of ‘active’ measures of welfare systems 
such as activation in labour market, investment in child care and education, 
work-family balance policies are emphasised while the traditional cash 
benefits such as unemployment compensation are discouraged as ‘passive’ 
measures (Annesley, 2007; Cantillon, 2011; Hansen - Triantafillou, 2011; 
Rubery, 2011). 
 

At the start, scholars positively appreciated the Lisbon strategy as to 
explicitly put the social agenda alongside the economic growth and 
employment goals (Natali, 2009: 129). However there are also some recent 
insights which challenge the dominant understanding of the social 
investment state as a reform direction of the European social model. These 
arguments are at times supported by the worsened poverty trends or by 
pointing out the paradox of activation policies (Cantillon, 2011; 
Vandenbroucke - Vleminckx, 2011). Some go further to argue that the 
social agenda of the EU has merely been used as to legitimise the EU 
institutions and the radical retrenchment of the existing European welfare 
systems and that the modernisation of social security system has served the 
on-going neoliberal transformation of European society with increasing re-
commodification (Hermann - Hofbaur, 2007; Jepsen - Pascual, 2005; 
Azmanova, 2009). Sharpf (2010) on the other hand puts less importance on 
the ideological element but points out the inherently limited potential of 
social democratic institutional development of the EU project given the 
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structural asymmetry of the EU institutions and the integration process. 
Mabbett and Schelkle (2007) as well points out the contradictory relations 
between the fiscal restrains the EMU projects put on the member states and 
the structural reforms in employment and social policies.  
 

Another main debate revolving the social dimension of the EU has centred 
on the governance issues. Within the Lisbon Strategy the EU has set its own 
social policy coordination agendas in the areas such as poverty, social 
inclusion, pension, and health care, and applied the Open Method of 
Coordination process which was initially adopted for the European 
Employment Strategy (EES) in 1997. The OMC process have been on the 
one hand carried positive expectations as an innovative governance 
instrument in the social policy fields where nation states’ sovereignty has 
been particularly strong (Trubek – Mosher, 2003; Wincott, 2003). Some 
studies have indeed pointed out the contributions the OMC processes have 
made at the cognitive level through the development of social indicators, the 
accumulation of cross-national comparative knowledge in social policies, 
and the identification of common challenges and policy learning (Zeitlin, 
2008). The OMC’s supposedly inclusive as well as decentralised governance 
style through participation of different actors including social partners and 
civil society organisations has been associated with the legitimacy of the 
European projects as well (Tucker, 2003).  
 

On the other hand, the very same process have been criticised in the sense 
that the social dimension of the European integration remained weak and 
became subordinated into the dominant economic integration rationale 
characterised by its de-regulatory direction. From this point of view OMC 
processes have been too ‘soft’ in its nature without delivering intended 
policy changes. Especially after the re-launch in 2005, many observers took 
a critical stance towards the Lisbon process by pointing out the explicit re-
focus on economic and employment growth and somewhat side-lined 
OMC processes for the social policy issues (Armstrong et al, 2008: 414). 
When it comes to the participation, studies have pointed out highly varying 
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and uneven degree and practices of the participation of different actors 
across different processes and countries (Kröger, 2008; Smismans, 2008).  
 

Against this background of the development of the social dimension of the 
EU, civil society organisations and their involvement in the participatory 
governance structure such as the OMC process have resulted in the growth 
of the CSOs active at the EU level. This report focuses on civil society 
organisations’ (CSOs) interest representation in the making of European 
social policy, and mainly on the composition of main actors. While it is 
important to note that the EU’s use of the term civil society organisation is 
broad enough to embrace various types of associations including labour 
unions, consumer groups, charities, religious groups, etc. (Obradovic, 
2009:306; Fazi – Smith, 2006:26), the main subjects at focus in this context 
are the organisations that often claim to represent ‘general’ and ‘public’ 
interests or advocate the interests of certain marginalised groups of our 
society, which are distinctively differentiated from professionally or 
commercially driven sectional interest representation. When it comes to the 
EU institutions the focus in this report is on the Commission’s DG 
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion for the most part, which is the 
major institutional venue for social CSOs to seek funding and policy 
influence (Cullen, 2009:144). 
 

The involvement and participation of civil society organisations within the 
social policy field mainly occurred via their interactions with the European 
Commission among other EU institutions, and the Commission’s 
entrepreneurial role in fostering the social CSOs representing general 
interests in particular has been widely recognised (Kohler-Koch – Finke, 
2007; Greenwood, 2007b). As the Commission’s consultation regime 
developed in a way to embrace the CSOs representing social issues and 
marginalised groups beyond the traditionally well-organised and resourced 
business interests, more and more CSOs with diverse profiles working with 
public interests or marginalised group issues started to see the EU as a new 
opportunity structure where they can broaden their activities. One of the 
consequences of this development has been the establishment of highly 
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institutionalised, largely EU-funded, professionalised, and trans-nationalised 
‘European’ social CSOs who came to seize the participatory opportunities 
vis-a-vis the Commission and other EU institutions when it comes to 
various social policy issues (i.e., poverty, social exclusion, anti-
discrimination, gender, youth, homeless, etc.).  
 

The European  
Commission’s consultation  
regime and organised civil society 
It is widely acknowledged that the Commission is the most open and 
important institutional venue in the EU for interest groups. Not only for its 
leading role in agenda-setting and drafting of policies and legislations, its 
lack of resources in terms of staffs and expert knowledge as well as its lack of 
legitimacy as a non-elected body provide ample reasons for pursuing active 
interaction with interest groups (Greenwood, 2009; 2007a; Kohler-Koch – 
Finke, 2007; Karr, 2007; Bouwen, 2009).  
 

Emphasising the mutually dependent relationship between the Commission 
and interest groups, Bowen (2009) suggested that the Commission utilises 
three different instruments in order to influence and shape the interest 
representation within the EU policy process. Financial support from the 
Commission is one among them, which to a large extent is directed towards 
citizens and social organisations. Informal rules regarding its consultation 
practices and regulations of interest representation are also considered to 
exert some influences, for example the requirement for interest groups to be 
‘representative’ although these rules and norms are not legally binding. 
Lastly, by utilising various types of committees as its one of the main 
governance styles, the Commission shapes EU interest representation by 
selecting the actors who participate in those arrangements.    
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However, the Commission’s interaction with CSOs has not been kept intact 
but evolved over time. To illustrate, Kohler-Koch and Finke (2007) 
suggested the three ‘generations’ of the European Commission’s 
consultation regime which account for the changing natures and political 
purposes revolving its interactions with organised interests. According to 
this historical development, the interaction between the Commission and 
organised interests in the initial stage (during the 1960s and 1970s) only 
involved economic interests, with hierarchical relations around consultation 
practices. This, however, gradually evolved to involve a broader range of 
actors including the ones representing general (or societal) interests, with 
more transparent and more formalised ‘partnership’ arrangements 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Lastly, this trend was followed by 
‘participation’ arrangement since the turn of the century, where the role of 
citizen’s participation for the EU’s legitimate governance became the 
primary concern for the Commission. Further institutionalisation of the 
consultation practice took place since then (pp. 209-212). Smismans (2003) 
similarly gave an account for the shifted focus within the relation between 
the Commission and social CSOs by pointing out that the discourse 
regarding the CSO’s participation took a new turn in the late 1990s to be 
associated with the more general discussion about legitimacy of the EU 
project, whereas before then the social CSOs were deemed important as a 
source of legitimate supports for European social policy making.  
 

It was during the second generation by Kohler-Koch and Finke’s term, 
when the Commission started to take an active role in order to establish 
contacts with general interests and tried to support the development of 
weakly organised interest groups at European level (Kohler-Koch – Finke, 
2007:210). While the patterns and the degree of interest groups’ 
participation and especially when it comes to that of civil society 
organisations greatly differ across different DGs, the Commission is well-
known to have played an active role in creating societal and environmental 
CSOs (Coen-Richardson, 2009:8-9; Kohler-Koch – Finke, 2007:208).  
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In fact, the Commission did not merely encourage the participation but 
rather took initiatives in steering the creation, maintenance, and 
empowering of the CSOs to be established at European level. For example, 
the Commission is a significant funding source for a numerous CSOs 
operating at European level. Especially, many members of the Social 
Platform and the Platform itself receive a substantial amount of funding 
from the Commission, ranging between 80 to 90% of their budget. Apart 
from the incentives given to the transnationally established networks, there 
have also been various funding programs directed towards domestic NGOs. 
Not only in terms of the financial support, the Commission also utilised 
other initiatives during for example the period of preparation and 
implementation of various ‘European Year’, in order to stimulate the 
formation of European-level citizen groups in the fields of homelessness, 
disability, anti-racism, and migrants. All in all, it is widely recognised that 
the Commission fostered trans-nationalisation of CSOs as well as Europe-
wide campaigns and initiatives to a great extent, with financial, technical, 
and even ideation-al supports (Greenwood, 2007a:208; 2007b; Kohelr-
Koch, 2009; Trenz, 2009:36; Sanchez-Salgado, 2007). 
 

The term ‘participatory engineering’ of CSOs by the Commission has been 
used in order to capture this remarkable bureaucratic activism (Kohler-Koch 
- Finke, 2007:205-6), and naturally various critics casting suspicions 
towards the legitimacy as well as the independence and authenticity of the 
activities of the European CSOs (and particularly the ones with large EU 
funding) and their relationship with the Commission have been raised (to 
be elaborated in the section 4).  
 

The Commission’s highly institutionalised and formalised interactions with 
the CSOs have been characterised by its partnership-based approach 
involving relatively well-established organisations in Brussels. These 
European CSOs tend to employ “insider” strategies, which focus on the 
activities such as lobbying, legal actions, expert opinions, position papers, 
conferences, participation in various advisory or consultative committees, 
rather than employing reactive measures such as confrontation or protests 



 12 

for instance (Balme – Chabanet, 2008:242; Cullen, 2003; Sanchez-Salgado, 
2007:265; Saurugger, 2006:267). Naturally, this tendency has been 
accompanied by the emergence of privileged “professionalized” NGOs and 
marginalised the organisations with other kinds of strategies and ideological 
orientations. In fact, some of the Platform members acknowledge their 
privileged position compared to some others (Cullen, 2010a:323-5).  
 

Since the White Paper on European Governance (European Commission, 
2001), the criteria of ‘representativeness’ became an important condition for 
the participation in the “extended partnership arrangements” with the 
Commission (Greenwood, 2007b:346). Consequently there have also been 
critics regarding the Commission’s explicit preference over the 
‘representative’ organisations established at European level - in other words, 
the federations of organisations that have broad membership bases across 
multiple number of the member states of the EU (Greenwood – Halpin, 
2007). Although the Commission has never supported any kinds of 
accreditation systems officially and continuously expressed its intention to 
have their windows open for various CSOs (Obradovic, 2009:303; Fazi – 
Smith, 2006:24), there have been many commentators pointing out its 
administrative as well as strategic preference over these peak organisations. 
Some have also pointed out its potentially negative implication for the 
organisations whose emphasis is on direct citizen membership or on 
articulation of causes rather than representation of certain groups 
(Armstrong, 2002; Greenwood – Halpin, 2007; Greenwood, 2007b). 
However, just like the concept of ‘civil society’ within the EU discourse the 
concept of ‘representativeness’ has not been explicitly settled down and its 
concrete criteria are disputed (Greenwood – Halpin, 2007; Kohler-Koch, 
2008:13; Obradovic, 2009:313).  
 

Other developments which enabled CSO’s access to decision making 
processes of the EU since the White Paper include the adoption of 
minimum standards for consultation (European Commission, 2002), 
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introduction of public register of interest groups1, the legal right of access to 
documents, and web-based open consultations on a regular basis, etc. 
(Greewood, 2009). All these novel measures for the further 
institutionalisation of the participation of CSOs proceeded during the last 
decade, although they are generally not legally binding and the fundamental 
emphasis has been on informal, self-regulation of interest groups (Bouwen, 
2009). 
 

EU’s discourse of  
‘participatory governance’  
and organised civil society  
Different EU institutions not only have fostered various ways of 
encouraging participation of civil society but also actively have shaped the 
normative discourse of participatory governance (Greenwood, 2007a; 
Sanchez-Salgado, 2007; Trenz, 2009; Smismans, 2005). Although the 
ambiguity of expected roles of civil society reflected in the discourse of 
participatory governance suggests the absence of a clear consensus between 
different actors and political visions (Armstrong, 2002; Kohler-Koch, 
2009), the core message from EU official documents has been that more 
active involvement and participation of civil society will enable EU policies 
to closely reflect citizens’ perspectives and this will help enhance EU 
competencies in various areas, policy support, and the input legitimacy of 
the European governance. 
 

Since the publication of the White Paper on European Governance 
(European Commission, 2001), participation of civil society has been 
increasingly put forward by the European Union (EU) as an important way 
to nurture democratic legitimacy of governance and to contribute to 

                                                        
1  Started in 2001 with ‘CONECCS’ – Consultation, the European Commission, 
and Civil Society, transformed into ‘Register of Interest Representatives’ in 2008, and now into 
‘Transparency Register’ from June 2011. 



 14 

effective policy making by bringing in the voice of the broader citizenry of 
Europe. Especially, the Commission’s active entrepreneurial role in 
promoting the participation of CSOs described above also has shown “the 
explicit desire to improve the democratic legitimacy of the EU” (Kohler-
Koch – Finke, 2007:206). The involvement of civil society is expected to 
mediate the distance between society and the EU, which will help “bridging 
the gap” between the transnational governance of the EU and its citizens 
(Armstrong, 2002:104). By “bring[ing] Europe much closer to the people” 
(European Commission, 2000:4), it is expected to alleviate criticism 
towards the EU being an elitist project. In short, civil society organisations 
are conceptualised as the agent for enhancing the administrative capacity of 
the EU by contributing with expert knowledge to help effective European 
policy making, as well as for the formation of public sphere where European 
citizens can participate and even the most marginalised groups’ voices are 
heard in order to strengthen democratic legitimacy of the EU.  
 

However, these top-down efforts and normative expectations towards the 
CSOs from the EU institutions (Kohler-Koch – Finke, 2007:208) that they 
will contribute to a stronger legitimacy of European governance have been 
problematised by many. For example, Smismans (2003) pointed out several 
underlying assumptions of the discourse, argued to be problematic and 
unrealistic. For instance, it is emphasised that not all European CSOs are 
necessarily supportive of the EU project; the representation of marginalised 
groups might not really be addressed well by the European CSOs; the EU 
level umbrella organisations are perhaps not really suited for encouraging 
the debate or public deliberation on the European matters at local level.  
 

While acknowledging the Commission’s significant effort in trying to 
provide a level-playing field for citizens’ interests, Greenwood (2007b) also 
put forward a reserved position by pointing out how the participation of 
these EU-funded CSOs tend to be oriented to institutionalised dialogue and 
“elite bargaining” (p. 341) with the EU institutions - “Playing the Brussels 
game” (p. 347) -, leaving the role as the linkage between ordinary citizens 
and the EU rather unfitting.   
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Some EU-based peak organisations’ privileged status as partners of the 
Commission in its consultation regime has also resulted in various critics 
towards these trans-nationalised, EU-funded European CSOs. There are 
concerns regarding potential detachment of the trans-nationalised CSOs 
and their remoteness from European citizens. This has to do with the fact 
that the core feature of civil society conceptualised by the EU discourse 
unambiguously emphasises the organised civil society with trans-
nationalised and institutionalised structure, which implies the same kind of 
legitimacy problems as the EU itself (Armstrong, 2002:103; Greenwood, 
2007a:210). Furthermore, the increasingly professionalised aspects of the 
European networks of CSOs that is materialised as bureaucratisation and 
specialisation can lead to domination of elitist professionals and experts 
rather than citizens’ participation (Sanchez-Salgado, 2010). Whether these 
European CSOs will rather be co-opted by the EU institutions as a 
depoliticised supplementary tool for good governance and solely focusing 
on their organisational forms and activities in order to influence the EU 
while neglecting their members and roots is also another concern (Geyer, 
2001:491; Armstrong, 2002:109,115; Trenz, 2009:37).  
 

Related to these concerns, some critics regarding the privileged status of 
these European networks compared to national-based or grass roots CSOs 
was spelled out (Lombardo, 2007; Balme-Chabanet, 2008). A similar critic 
relates to a potential inequality in structure of membership of CSOs, which 
goes against equality among citizens (Greven, 2007). On the other hand, a 
further structuration and organisation of civil society accompanied by 
democratically established internal rules and decision making structure is 
supported as a precondition for recognition of more active participatory 
rights of the civil society (De Schutter, 2002). Despite the EU-based CSOs’ 
professionalised and elite-activist features, some argue that there still is a 
potential that they can contribute to deliberative democratic governance 
(Kohler-Koch – Finke, 2007). Reflecting these issues and concerns, a need 
for scrutiny of internal structures of CSOs has also been pointed out (Finke, 
2007). 



 16 

 

Considering the discourse of participatory governance of the EU seeing the 
participation of civil society organisations as a legitimacy-enhancing 
measure on one hand and the critics towards the Commission’s consultation 
regime and European CSOs which implicitly cast doubts on the 
assumptions the EU discourse is based on, on the other hand, a thorough 
understanding of these active European CSOs becomes even more a 
relevant task. For this purpose, the members of the Social Platform are 
indeed a quite accurate population to look at for its well-known ‘privileged’ 
position as a major interlocutor between the EU and the CSOs working 
with social policy issues.   
 

Who are the main  
actors of social NGOs at EU level?  
Over the last two decades, European CSOs claiming representativeness in a 
broader ‘European’ sense have grown as major actors engaging in the 
partnership with the EU institutions, with a tendency of increasingly 
institutionalised, formalised, and structured engagement. The civil society 
organisations in the social policy field are in fact the ones whose 
involvement in the European policy making gradually led to the emergence 
of the well-known discourse of participatory governance of the EU and its 
legitimacy-enhancing potential as presented above (Smismans, 2003:479-
480). Although initially encouraged by the Commission in order to gain 
expertise and knowledge of social policy issues such as gender, youth, social 
exclusion, disability and racism, etc., the institutional interest of the 
Commission continued to see those active civil society actors at European 
level as the support basis for enhancing the EU’s competence in social policy 
field in the long run. In other words, the CSOs regarding these issues were 
viewed as to play a contributory role in forming a supportive network in 
favour of social policy at European level, and some key networks regarding 
the issue of unemployment and social exclusion contributed to frame these 
problems as ‘European’ (Kendall, 2009:6-8; Smismans, 2005:61-2).  
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However, the institutional interest as one of the backgrounds of the 
development of ‘European civil society’ does not annul the possibility that 
many NGOs as well started to see the EU as a new opportunity and space 
for carrying on their missions and activities collectively, as the European 
integration proceeded since the 1980’s in a remarkable pace. (Cullen, 2005, 
2010a; Balme-Chabanet, 2008). As related issues became salient in the EU 
social policy fields during the 90’s the CSOs working in this field gained 
their significance (Smismans, 2003:475). It has been pointed out that the 
creation and activities of the related interest groups tend to increase 
following the EU institutions’ expansion in their competences in certain 
areas (Bouwen, 2009:24; Greenwood, 2009:95).  
 

The network of civic groups ‘Platform of European Social NGOs’ was 
established in 1995 with the funding support provided by EU institutions. 
Prior to the launch of the Social Platform, a small number of organisations 
had been loosely networking with each other to discuss the EU’s 
consultative papers on social policy (Cullen, 2009:142-3). It was officially 
established during the preparation period of the first Social Policy Forum 
which took place in 1996, where European and international confederations 
of NGOs in social sector formed the Platform “to act as a permanent 
framework for cooperation and interaction with the European institutions” 
(Smismans, 2003:476, www.socialplatform.org). It emerged as the first 
contact point of the ‘Civil Dialogue’ in the employment and social policy 
field in 1996 and acquired a privileged partner status from the Commission 
for this sector. (Geyer, 2001; Armstrong, 2002:122; Greenwood, 
2007a:207; Cullen, 2010a).  
 

From the start, its members consisted of the large and influential social 
NGO networks operating at EU level such as European Anti-Poverty 
Network (ENAR), European Women’s Lobby (EWL), European Disability 
Forum (EDF), etc., many of which already had pre-existing relations with 
the European Commission. Despite the diversity of the Platform members 
in terms of their ideologies, strategies, activities, and capacities they share an 
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overarching interest in promoting social and democratic dimension of the 
EU project, although not without tensions and competition among them. 
Due to the diversity among its member organisations and at times 
conflictual disagreements on certain issues such as different definitions of 
equal opportunity and discrimination, it strategically has been focusing on 
transversal issues where a broad cooperation is attainable across the 
members who hold varying ideological positions. For instance, the Platform 
has long been working in order to obtain a legal basis for the Civil 
Dialogue, the bi-annual meetings and other various types of consultative 
communication between the Platform and the Commission, as a way of 
securing participatory venue as well as a base for stable funding (Cullen, 
2005; 2003; 2001).  
 

Currently, the Social Platform works with a few different agendas in order 
to enhance both social and democratic dimension of the EU project. Its 
strategic objectives adopted in 2006 accordingly have three main themes: 
‘strengthening the sector’; ‘promote participatory democracy’; and ‘shape 
social Europe’. While the Platform tries to forge a better structured civil 
dialogue with the EU institutions and to further strengthen the social NGO 
sector, regarding the social dimension of Europe it currently focuses on the 
issues such as care, social inclusion, quality employment, fundamental rights 
to social services of general interests and infrastructure, equality and 
discrimination. Most of the Platform’s action plans involve campaigns, 
participation in meetings with the EU institutions, debates, policy 
proposals, adopting common positions, knowledge and report productions 
(Social Platform, Work Program 2011).  
 

The Social Platform is an illustrative example in which the Commissions’ 
institutionalising effort for establishing more unified consultation venue for 
CSOs in a particular sector has been articulated in a concrete manner. Faced 
with the increasing amount of actors involved in interest representation, it is 
important for the Commission to rationalise the consultation process and 
sponsoring a unified point of access such as the Platform (Fazi – Smith, 
2006:44; Cullen, 2009:145). This kind of ‘family’ CSOs are present in 
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various other policy fields such as trade, development, environment, etc., 
where these family CSOs enjoy well-recognised status as “a core of inner-
circle NGOs” in EU policy making (Greenwood, 2009:95; 2007a:119; 
2007b:346). From the CSOs’ point of views, the institutional and structural 
environment of the interest representation in the EU where there are 
numerous access points as well as a large number of competing interest 
groups necessitate coalition-building strategy with aggregated interests and 
professionalisation (Kohler-Koch – Finke, 2007:207; Karr, 2007:162; 
Cullen, 2005; 2010a; Ruzza, 2006:172-3; Saurugger, 2006).   
 

Meanwhile, there also emerged a further confederated form of citizen 
interest group called ‘EU Civil Society Contact Group’ in 2002, a coalition 
between large umbrella groups of CSOs. Playing the role as an initiating 
force (Kendall, 2009:365), the Social Platform is now one of the 8 other 
large rights and value based CSO family networks in the areas such as 
development, environment, human rights, arts/heritage, women, public 
health, and others (www.act4europe.org). This “network of networks” 
encompassing a vast number of members across Europe claims 
representative legitimacy, and the overall development of the relationship 
between these established CSOs and the EU is now described as an 
“increasingly stable and sustained, interactive institutionalized processes” 
(Kendall, 2009:365, 371). 
 

The Commission’s role and activism in the establishment and funding of 
the Social  Platform is in fact considered as “the most direct example of the 
ways in which the  Commission sees groups as agents of input legitimacy” 
(Greenwood, 2007b:345). Thus, similar critics as discussed in the previous 
section towards the trans-nationalised EU-funded CSOs have been applied 
to the Social Platform. However, some counter-arguments have also been 
put forward saying that these European CSOs are difficult to be seen as a 
mere instrument of the EU institutions and they in fact have been able to 
exercise some modest pressure for policy adjustment and brought in 
marginalised voices which otherwise must have been neglected (Cullen, 
2010a; 2005; Kendall, 2009).  
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Method and data collection  
on Social Platform’s members  
In order to investigate the members of the Social Platform, the following 
three different sources were used in data collection.  
 

Predominantly, the ‘Transparency Register’, which was launched in June 
2011 jointly by the European Commission and the European Parliament, 
was used in order to gather basic information about the full members of the 
Platform. This register, while its former origin dates back to the beginning 
of the 2000’s - CONECCS, contains information including aims and 
missions of the organisation, main interest and activity areas, location and 
address of head office, contact person’s information, membership structure 
and the number of members, country (geographic) representation of their 
members, and most importantly, organisations’ funding and budget 
information including the estimated cost for the activities related to their 
representation at the EU.  
 

Secondly, the official websites of the Platform’s member organisations as 
well as the Platform’s website were looked at in order to fill the gaps in the 
data resulted from the limitation of the Transparency Register. Notably, the 
voluntary nature of the data entry in the Transparency Register sometimes 
results in inaccurate information or poor quality of it (Greenwood – Asarta, 
2011), if not is the case that some organisations simply are not registered. 
Sometimes the number of member organisations or represented countries 
by one’s membership is simply not matching with the up-to-date 
information on its official website. The fact that there exist numerous ways 
of different funding schemes among the organisations also makes the fixed 
sub-categories of funding sources in the register less apprehensive, creating 
some confusion. Thus, much careful effort was made in order to acquire the 
most encompassing and accurate data as possible given this limited 
information from the Transparency Register and the websites of the 
organisations. 
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Lastly, few case studies previously conducted on certain European CSOs 
who are  members of the Platform were drawn into the analysis when 
appropriate, in order to  provide better and more detailed pictures for some 
of the most active member organisations of the Platform. These are 
European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), European Women’s Lobby 
(EWL), European Disability Forum (EDF), European Federation of 
National Organisations working with the Homeless (FEANTSA), and 
European Network Against Racism (ENAR).  
 

Regarding the data gathered from the first two sources, they were coded 
into a database using the software program SPSS in order to draw some 
descriptive and exploratory statistics. However, the main limitation of the 
analysis shown in the following section is that there was relatively a large 
portion of the organisations for which certain information could not be 
found (thus, treated as ‘missing’ values). This can lead sometimes to rather 
an exaggerated impression of the statistical description, so a careful effort 
was made to mention this aspect whenever needed within the discussion.  
 

Social Platform’s  
membership in perspective 
Started with 9 members in 1994 (Cullen, 2010a:320), the Social Platform 
now consists of 37 full members and 6 associate members (2011 October) 
who have organisations, not individuals, as their own members. The 
membership criteria for the full members emphasise geographical 
representation of the EU member states (“absolute majority of the EU 
Member States”), identity as non-profit, non-governmental organisations, 
main activities focusing on social issues (“active in the social sector, working 
to promote the general interest and contributing to social cohesion”), and 
representativeness concreted by democratic organisational structure among 
others. The criteria for the associate members have less emphasis on the 
geographic representation (“at least a quarter of the EU Member States”) 
and the criterion of representativeness is absent (‘Membership to the Social 
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Platform’, www.socialplatform.org). Reflecting the fact that it is a broad 
coalition of many different umbrella organisations which often are 
‘networks’ or ‘federations’, the Platform’s membership criteria do not 
appear to impose any narrow or specific restrictions other than the broad 
overarching mission and the representativeness requirements.   
 

The membership application form can be downloaded from its web page. 
When there comes a membership application, the Membership 
Accreditation Committee reviews and makes recommendations to the 
Management Committee of the Platform, which is composed of the 
members elected every two years at its General Assembly. The advice issued 
from the Management Committee then is discussed and voted at the annual 
General Assembly, which is the Platform’s sovereign decision making body 
(‘Membership procedure’, www.socialplatform.org). The governance 
structure of the Platform which can be seen from the membership 
procedure appears highly similar to that of some of the well-established 
member organisations of the Platform, i.e., EWL, EDF.  
 

Following analysis tries to map out the members of the Platform framed by 
different themes such as established year, policy areas, organisational 
structure and membership, resources including budget and staffs, etc.  
 

Registration in the Transparency Register 

Currently (2011 October 13th), 507 organisations are registered in the 
Transparency Register under the section II, ‘Non-governmental 
organisations, platforms and networks and similar’. Registration in the 
Transparency Register is on a voluntary basis, as it was for the 
Commission’s CONECCS and Register of Interest Registration. 
 

Out of 37 full members of the Social Platform, 27 (73%) of them are 
registered in the Transparency Register (2011 October). Even among the 
organisations that are registered in the Transparency Registration however, 
the scope and accuracy of the information each organisation has put into 
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the registry vary to a great extent. For instance, while some organisations 
have very concrete information regarding their budget in the Register some 
chose not to type in for the budget section. The below is the list of the 
members of the Platform who are not registered in the Transparency 
Register. 
 
Table 1 Members of the Social Platform not registered in Transparency Register 

 

CECOP - European Confederation of Workers' Co-operatives, Social Cooperatives and Participative Enterprises  

EPR - European Platform for Rehabilitation  

ESAN - European Social Action Network  

EURAG - European Federation of Older People  

ICSW - International Council on Social Welfare  

IFSW - International Federation of Social Workers  

INCUSION Europe - The European Association of Societies of Persons with Intellectual Disability and their 

Families  

YFJ - European Youth Forum  

CEBSD – Combined European Bureau for Social Development 

FAI – The International Federation of the Christian Associations of Italian Workers 

 

Some of these non-registered organisations distinctively have international 
profiles (thus, presumably not as much EU-oriented as the ones solely 
working within the European boundary), for instance International Council 
on Social Welfare (ICSW), International Federation of Social Workers 
(IFSW), ATD Fourth World International Movement (ATD Quart 
Monde). The reasons for not registering in the Register can be many, 
considering its voluntary nature, rather vague and weak tangible incentives 
for being registered (Greenwood – Asarta 2011 ECPR paper draft), and 
perhaps the fact that it is still under the transition period from the 
Commission’s previous Register of Interest Representatives. European 
Youth Forum (YFJ) and European Social Action Network (ESAN) for 
example were indeed registered in the previous register (accessed in 2010 
October).  
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Whether one can say that the registered CSOs are more concerned with the 
representation in the EU than the ones that are not is not easily answered. 
However, when we compare for example the number of countries 
represented by each organisations’ membership within the EU and outside 
of the EU between these two groups, the organisations registered in the 
Transparency Register do have a larger number of EU countries represented 
by their membership and a lower number of countries represented outside 
of the EU, compared to the organisations not registered in the Transparency 
Register (Table 2).   
 

Table 2 Geographical representation compared between the organisations in the 
Transparency  Register and the organisations not registered in the register 

 Registered in 

TR 

Not registered in 

TR 

Number of organisations 27 10 

Number of represented countries within the EU by membership (mean)  23 19 

Number of represented countries outside the EU by membership (mean)  6 13 

 

Year of establishment  

The number of interest organisations established in Brussels rapidly 
increased since the Treaty of Maastricht (1992). Although a lot later than 
business interests, in the 1990s a great number of social NGOs also 
established themselves in Brussels (Coen-Richardson, 2009:6; Karr, 
2007:152; Greenwood, 2007a). This trend can be found when we look at 
the Social Platform’s membership as well (Figure 1).   
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Figure 1 Year of establishment of the Platform members 

 

When looking at the years of establishment of the Platform’s members, 
more than 70% of them were established after 1980 (26 members out of 
37). According to the ‘generations’ of the Commission’s consultation 
regime by Kohler-Koch – Finke (2007) it was during the 1980s when the 
Commission started to support the establishment of groups representing 
social or general interests with new ways of funding and consultation 
practices (p. 210).  
 

Meanwhile, sorting out the data according to several important time periods 
which reflect the EU’s development, nearly a half (43%) of the Platform’s 
members were established between the Single European Act (SEA) and the 
mid-1990s where a considerable extension of the EU’s competences 
occurred in the areas that civil society organisations related themselves to 
(Fazi – Smith, 2006:18). This reflects the Commissioner J.Delor’s period 
where the making of the single Europe was accompanied by several 
initiatives in the social dimension between 1985 and 1992 (Balme – 
Chabanet, 2008:103) (Figure 2). For instance, European Anti-Poverty 
Network (EAPN) was created in 1990 with the sponsorship by the 
Commission while European Federation of National Organisations 
Working with the Homeless (FEANTSA) developed from an EU funded 
conference on homelessness which took place in 1985. European Disability 

1921-1930 1931-1940 1941-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001-2010
0

2

4

6

8

10

12



 26 

Forum (EDF) also emerged from the Commission’s anti discrimination 
program (Cullen, 2003:207; 2009:145). 
 
Figure 2 Year of establishment of Platform members in relation to the EU 

development (1) 
 

Figure 3 Year of establishment of Platform members in relation to the EU 

development (2) 

 

If we break down the time periods even further with the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992) - which included the importance of dialogue with NGOs 
in its annex (Greenwood, 2009:95) - one can see quite a steady increase in 
the establishment of the Platform’s members since the 1990s although it 
appears that in recent years the number of organisations established shows a 
declining tendency (Figure 3).  
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Organisational structure and membership 
 

As it can be seen in the following table, 86% of the Platform members have 
their head offices in Belgium, Brussels. 
 
Table 3 Location of head office of the Platform members 

  Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Belgium 

France 

Sweden 

Austria 

Germany 

Total 

31 

2 

1 

1 

1 

36 

86.1 

5.6 

2.8 

2.8 

2.8 

100.0 

Missing System 1  

Total  37  

 

Apart from following Belgian law, these Brussels based organisations share 
several features and their formal decision making procedures are highly 
similar (Cullen, 2003:209). They usually have highly formalised and 
professionalised organisational structures and governance principles with 
clear standards, aims, and rules. For instance they have democratic decision 
making bodies and elections where president, executive committee, board 
members, etc., are elected and strategic decisions are made. They have paid 
staffs in Brussels office including policy officers who have expertise in 
specific policy fields and professional experiences in lobbying in the EU 
(Johansson, 2010; Cullen, 2003). A typical organisational and governance 
structure can be portrayed as shown in the figure 4. European Anti Poverty 
Network, European Network Against Racism, European Women’s Lobby, 
European Disability Forum, and the Social Platform itself share this type of 
structure with some variations.   
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Figure 4 Typical organisational and governance structure of EU-based CSOs 

When it comes to the membership structure, the Social Platform’s members 
have ‘organisations’ as their members, not individuals (see 6.1). Thus, these 
‘organisations of organisations’ usually take the forms of networks or 
federations, which result in their organisational structures characterised by 
several layers of membership. For instance, a European CSO has national 
networks in many EU Member States, who have numerous national, 
regional, local NGOs, associations, voluntary organisations, and user groups 
as their members in each country.  
 
Table 4 Number of member organisations of the Platform members 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Number of member organisations 35 7 600 84.43 

Valid N 35    

 

Looking at the number of member organisations registered by the Social 
Platform’s members in the Transparency Register, the figures vary between 
7 and 600 while about 85 is the mean figure. However these figures do not 
provide an accurate picture of the reality because of the different ways of 
calculating the number of member organisations among the Platform 
members. It appears that some organisations only counted their national 
and European level umbrella organisations, while some organisations 
included not only these meta-organisations but all the members who belong 
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to national networks. Otherwise it might be so that some Platform members 
simply have direct membership between the European level network and 
the local, regional organisations without any national-level coordination. 
Whether an organisation with the number of member organisations 
registered more than 100 or so falls in to the former or the latter case can 
only be found out by looking at individual members. 
 

To give some examples, European Women’s Lobby (EWL) declared their 
number of member organisations as 50 in the register, which consists of 30 
national level umbrella organisations and 20 European-wide umbrella 
organisations. In the meantime it claims that nearly 2,500 organisations are 
represented throughout Europe by EWL, when counting all the local, 
regional level organisations that belong to the national coordination 
organisations (www.womenlobby.org). On the other hand, organisations 
such as European Network Against Racism (ENAR) and European 
Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless 
(FEANTSA) registered their number of members as 600 and 100, 
respectively, by counting all organisations even though these two also have 
their national level coordinating organisations.  
 

In short, despite some similar organisational structures among the members 
of the Social Platform, it is a challenging task to figure out the general 
picture for all Platform members considering the different ways of 
constituting and coordinating their membership. Moreover the ways how 
the Platform members interact with their own members are known to differ 
widely as well (Cullen, 2003). 
 

Meanwhile the figures regarding the geographical representation of the 
Social Platform members provide us a relatively clearer picture. From the 
table 5, whether having international profile or more EU-focused profile, 
the Social Platform’s members in general seem to have their representation 
in most of the EU Member States (about 22 EU member states on average). 
The number of represented countries outside of the EU by membership is 
about 8 on average. While all other members have this figure between 0 and 
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17, one outlier is International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), 
having 54 countries represented outside the EU by its membership. 
 

Table 5 Number of countries represented by membership within and outside the 

EU 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Number of represented countries within the EU 

Number of represented countries outside of the EU 

36 

33 

6 

0 

27 

54 

21.86 

7.88 

Valid N 33    

 

 

Resources: Staffs and budgets 

As explained previously (see 7.4.) the Brussels-based European CSOs have 
Secretariats which assist the daily operation of these organisations with paid 
staffs including professional policy officers who often have specialised EU 
experiences. Although it can be debated whether the number of staffs can be 
used as an accurate denominator determining how well an organisation is 
resourced, the number of staffs working in the Secretariat (or similar 
executive offices) working in Brussels does provide some reference point in 
relation to the organisations’ capacity to engage in European issues. 
 

Since the number of staffs is not found in the Transparency Register the 
information was collected using the official websites of the members of the 
Platform, and the information was available for 30 out of 37 full members 
of the Platform.  
 
Table 6 Number of staffs working in head office (1)      

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Number of staffs 30 1 25 8.23 

Valid N 30    
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As the table 6 shows, on average the Social Platform members have about 8 
staffs at their head offices. While most of them have 13 or less staffs, the 
European Youth Forum (YFJ) is in a sense an outlier, having 25 staffs 
including a number of interns (Table 6).  When the data is sorted out with 
intervals, it is shown that about 37% of the Platform members have 10 or 
more staffs working in head office.  
 
Table 7 Number of staffs working in head office (2) 

  Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid 3 or fewer 

4 to 6 

7 to 9 

10 or more 

Total 

3 

9 

7 

11 

30 

 

10.0 

30.0 

23.3 

36.7 

100.0 

Missing System 7  

Total  37  

 

 

Figure 5 Total budgets of the Platform membersMeanwhile, when looking at the 

total budget registered in the Transparency Register, it appears that the size of 

budget varies quite a lot among the members of the Social Platform. As shown 

in the histogram (Figure 5), most Platform members have their budget less than 

2 million Euro while one member (European Youth Forum) has its budget 

larger than 3 million Euro. The average is around 820,000 Euro. Looking at the 

data with intervals (Table 8), about 66% of the Social Platform’s members had 

their budget less than 1 million Euro in recent years. The inequality among the 

Platform members in terms of resources has been pointed out as one of the 

important factors that shape the patterns of conflict and cooperation within the 

coalition (Cullen, 2003).  
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Table 8 Total budget of the Platform members 

  Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Less than 100,000 EUR 

100,000 – less than 500,000 EUR 

500,000 – less than 1 million EUR 

1 million – less than 1.5 million EUR 

1.5 million – less than 2 million EUR 

2 million EUR or more 

 

Total 

2 

9 

8 

4 

5 

1 

 

29 

6.9 

31.0 

27.6 

13.8 

17.2 

3.4 

 

100.0 

Missing system 8  

Total  37  

 

The Social Platform itself and many of its members are known to receive 
funding from the EU in various ways. The Platform is currently financed 
through the Commission’s initiative in active citizenship, ‘Community 
Action Programme to promote active European citizenship’ 
(www.socialplatform.org). Many other member organisations have been 
funded through the Commission’s PROGRESS program and some by 
‘European Community Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity’ 
(Cullen, 2010a:322). Regarding the European sources of budget, 
information was available only for 24 members of the Platform. As the table 
9 shows the amount of funding from the European sources ranges from 
5,000 Euros to more than 2 million Euros.  
 
Table 9 Amount of funding from European sources 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Budget from European sources (EUR) 24 4836 2392144 551545 

Valid N 24    

 

Meanwhile the table 10 shows the share of the funding coming from 
European sources out of the entire budget. While the Platform members on 
average have 58% of their funding from European sources, some 
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organisations receive their funding up to 85% from European sources. To 
give examples, organisations receiving 80% or more of their funding from 
the EU include European Council of Associations of General Interest 
(CEDAG), European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), European Network 
Against Racism (ENAR), European Social Action Network (ESAN), 
Eurochild, European Women’s Lobby (EWL), European Federation of 
National Organisations working with the Homeless (FEANTSA), and 
Mental Health Europe (MHE). While the Platform members receive 
different types of financial supports from the EU, the organisations such as 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL) and European Network Against Racism 
(ENAR) receive up to 90% of their operational costs for their advocacy 
activities in contrast to the majority of other organisations whose funding is 
dependent on the supports for specific EU programmes or projects (Fazi – 
Smith, 2006:19-20).   
 
Table 10 Share of European funding of total budget 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Share of European funding of total budget 24 0.1 0.85 0.58 

Valid N 24    

 

The following pie chart (Figure 6) illustrates the EU funding dependency 
among the Platform members further. For about 42% of the Platform 
members, the EU funding comprises of 75% or more of their budgets. For 
about 67% of the Platform members, the EU funding comprises of more 
than half of their budgets.  
 
Figure 6 Share of EU funding of the Platform members’ budget 

Another figure of interest within the budget information is the amount of 
budget from membership contributions. As it was with the amount of 
budget from European sources, the amount of budget from membership 
contributions also varies a lot among the Platform members. It ranges from 
230 Euros to more than 1 million Euros (the maximum figure is found in 
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Caritas Europa, 1,152,269 Euros which comprises 71% of their entire 
budget). 
 
Table 11 Amount of budget from member’s contributions  

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

member’s contributions (EUR) 27 230 1152269 153056 

Valid N 27    

 

 
Table 12 Share of member’s contribution of total budget 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Share of member’s contribution of total budget 27 0.0 1 0.25 

Valid N 27    

 

The share of budget from membership contribution on average is 25% for 
the Platform members (Table 12), while there is one member organisation 
whose entire budget is from membership contribution (European 
Consumer Debt Network, ECDN). To give examples of the organisations 
with relatively high membership contributions, Caritas Europa, European 
Consumer Debt Network (ECDN), European Federation of Unpaid 
Parents and Carers at Home (FEFAF), World Association of Girl Guides 
and Girl Scouts European Region (WAGGGS), and Workability Europe 
belong to the group which has 50% or more of their budget from 
membership contributions.  
 
From the following pie chart (Figure 7), one can conclude that the Social 
Platform member’s budget dependency on their membership contributions 
is rather low, considering that about 77% of them receive less than half of 
their funding from their members.  
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Figure 7 Share of member’s contribution of the Platform members’ budget 

 

The relatively high funding dependency on the EU sources and low 
members’ contributions seen this way do give grounds for the critics 
towards the EU-based CSOs previously discussed, for risking co-optation to 
the EU institutions at the cost of detachment from their members’ 
perspectives. This issue of funding dependency can be used as to question 
the representativeness and legitimacy of the Platform and its members 
(Cullen, 2001:255). However whether the funding dependency of CSOs 
directly and automatically leads to co-optation is a contested issue (Sanchez-
Salgado, 2011). In fact, a close study of the Social Platform and its members 
by P. Cullen’s dissertation work concludes that the Platform’s evolution 
cannot be captured as neither a complete independence nor a co-optation, 
but “a mix of bottom up contestation and top down institution building” 
(2003:4).   

Profile of the members: Policy areas and 
organisational types 

The members of the Social Platform are diverse in terms of issues they work 
with, types of member organisations they represent, main strategic 
orientations, and their origins and histories. The fields of interest registered 
by the Platform members in the Transparency Register cover virtually all 
EU policy areas (i.e., employment, social affairs, equal opportunities, 
regional policy, internal market, economic policy, public health, education, 
budget, enlargement, justice and home affairs, culture, youth, external 
relations, etc.), while most often each organisation has registered multiple 
policy areas as their interest. However, although these Platform members 
share overlapping interest areas as claimed, there are nevertheless few 
possible ways to identify some distinctive differences among them.  
 

One thing that is noticeable is that some organisations appear to have 
certain groups of population that they claim to represent, while some others 
emphasise issues that they primarily work with. The table 13 is the list of 
organisations which have distinctive groups they represent.  
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Table 13 Platform members with distinctive group-representation focus 

 

AGE Platform Europe 

Autism Europe 

COFACE -  Confederation of Family Organisations in the EU 

EBU - European Blind Union  

EDF - European Disability Forum  

EURAG - European Federation of Older People  

EWL - European Women’s Lobby  

FEFAF - European Federation of Unpaid Parents and Carers at Home  

ISFW - International Federation of Social Workers  

ILGA Europe – The European Region of the International Lesbian and Gay Association 

INCLUSION Europe – The European Association of Societies of Persons with Intellectual Disability and their 

Families 

YFJ - European Youth Forum  

 

On the other hand, there are a set of Platform members who have their 
main missions to address issues such as social justice, poverty, social 
exclusion, inequality, anti-racism, personal debt, homelessness, volunteer-
ism and so on, having advocacy organisations as well as related service 
providers as their members.  
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Table 14 Platform members with distinctive issue-representation focus 

 

ATD Quart Monde – ATD Fourth World International Movement 

Caritas Europa 

CECODHAS – European Liaison Committee for Social Housing 

CECOP – European Confederation of Workers’ Co-operatives, Social Cooperatives and Participative 

Enterprises 

CEDAG – European Council of Associations of General Interest 

CEV – The European Volunteer Center 

EAEA – European Association for the Education of Adults 

EAPN – European Anti-Poverty Network 

EASPD – European Association of Service Providers for Persons with Disabilities 

ECDN – European Consumer Debt Network 

ENAR – European Network Against Racism 

EPHA – European Public Health Alliance 

EPR – European Platform for Rehabilitation 

ESAN – European Social Action Network 

Eurochild 

EURODIACONIA – European Federation for Diaconia 

FEANTSA – European Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless 

ICSW – International Council on Social Welfare 

MHE – Mental Health Europe 

PICUM – Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants 

SOLIDAR 

Workability Europe 

 

 

This group/issue distinction however sometimes is not clear since the 
membership of these organisations is so diverse. For instance, European 
Disability Forum (EDF) has two different categories of their members one 
of which includes Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) that should be 
consisted ‘of’ and run ‘by’ people with disabilities (strong group-
representation), while the other includes other types of member 
organisations that work ‘for’ people with disabilities partly including service 
provider organisations (www.edf-feph.org). Another example can be 
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European Network Against Racism (ENAR), whose members range from 
grass roots organisations, advocacy organisations, information centres, faith-
based organisations to trade unions who fight against racism and 
discrimination (www.enar-eu.org). Hence, although ENAR identifies itself 
as an issue-based network its members can be anything from networks of 
certain ethnic or racial groups to local NGOs providing services to racial 
minorities.  
 

Meanwhile, there is another way of identifying differences among the Social 
Platform’s members. Portraying the internal dynamics and the patterns of 
conflicts and collaboration within the Social Platform, Cullen (2010) has 
pointed out that there are several “fault lines” among the Platform 
members. One of these concerns the distinction between the older, service-
oriented and faith-based NGOs versus the newer, EU-funded advocacy 
organisations who often also receive the EU’s operational support (p. 324). 
Not only that the latter generally has an advantage over the former in terms 
of access to the EU funding, the visibility and the status of issue at 
European level also divide them since the latter has more privilege for that 
matter. Besides, these two parties have expressed disagreement for instance 
over the establishment of legal status for the Platform, since the former 
group saw the legal status of the Platform an unnecessary formalisation 
(Cullen, 2003:175).  
 

By aggregating some of the previous descriptive analysis of the Platform 
members with a set of assumptions about the EU-focused organisations, we 
can identify which of the Platform’s members hold the characteristics that 
can be associated with the EU-focused organisations.  
 

The following list of Platform members (Table 15) can be identified as the 
EU-focused organisations since they share at least four out of the following 
five characteristics: 
 

1) It is established in 1987 or later. 
2) It has 20 or more EU countries represented by its membership. 
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3) It receives 50% or more of budget from the EU sources. 

4) It receives less than 25% of budget from member’s contributions. 
5) It has 10 or more staffs in Brussels. 
 
Table 15 Platform members that are ‘EU-focused’ 

AGE Platform Europe 

EAPN – European Anti-Poverty Network 

EASPD – European Association of Service Providers for Persons with Disabilities 

EDF – European Disability Forum 

ENAR – European Network Against Racism 

EPHA – European Public Health Alliance 

Eurochild  

EWL – European Women’s Lobby 

FEANTSA – European Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless 

MHE – Mental Health Europe 

Solidar 

YFJ – European Youth Forum 

 

This list indeed contains the main actors in the Social Platform, such as 
EAPN, EWL and Solidar, that are relatively large organisations and have 
played active roles in steering this coalition (Cullen, 2005:86). Considering 
their dependency on the funding from the EU and the fact that the 
Commission was an active support base of the origin of some of these 
organisations, for example EWL, EAPN, ENAR, FEANTSA, it is highly 
probable that these organisations are the ones who share their membership 
structure, working agendas, and main activities and strategies that are highly 
compatible with the working of the EU projects and institutions.  
 

On the other hand it can be assumed that the characteristics of the 
organisations established before the 1980s might not have been as much 
influenced by the EU as the organisations listed above. Indeed, there are 
also many European networks that were established independent of the 
Commission’s support (Sanchez-Salgado, 2010:264; Cullen, 2003:207). 
The following table contains the list of the organisations that were 
established before 1980.  
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Table 16 Platform members established before 1980 

ATD Quart Monde – ATD Fourth World International Movement  

Caritas Europa 

COFACE – Confederation of Family Organisations in the EU 

EAEA – European Association for the Education of Adults 

EURAG – European Federation of Older People 

ICSW - International Council on Social Welfare  

IFSW - International Federation of Social Workers  

Solidar  

WAGGGS – Word Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts European Region 

 

Besides, some members of the Platform have distinctively international 
profile, which means that their European level networks belong to larger 
international level organisations. The following is the list of the members 
that are part of bigger international networks. 
 
Table 17 Platform members that are part of international networks 

ATD Quart Monde – ATD Fourth World International Movement  

Caritas Europa 

COFACE – Confederation of Family Organisations in the EU 

EBU – European Blind Union 

ICSW - International Council on Social Welfare  

IFSW - International Federation of Social Workers  

ILGA Europe – The European Region of the International Lesbian and Gay Association 

INCLUSION Europe – The European Association of Societies of Persons with Intellectual Disability and their 

Families 

WAGGGS – Word Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts European Region 

Workability Europe 

 

As shown here, the organisations in the list of the ‘Platform members that 
were established before 1980’ (Table 16 ) - the time period before the 
European Commission started to play its role in shaping the landscape of 
the European CSOs – are largely overlapping with the members in the list 
of ‘Platform members that are part of international networks’ (Table 17).  
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The comparison between the EU-focused members, members with 
international profile (most of them established before the mid-1980s), and 
the entire Platform members regarding the average figures related to the 
number of staffs, country representation, EU funding, members’ 
contribution, budget size, and estimated cost of EU representation is 
another way of illustrating the differences among these groups.  
  
Table 18 Comparison between EU-focused Platform members and the Platform 
members with  International profile 

 EU-focused 
Platform members 

 

Platform members with 
International profile 

(‘older’ members) 

All  
Platform 

members 

Number staffs 12 6 8 

Number represented EU member states 25 23 22 

Number represented non-EU countries 5 17 8 

Share of EU sources of the budget 0.74 0.36 0.58 

Share of member’s contributions of the 

budget  

0.11 0.52 0.25 

Budget  1,223,410 EUR 884,750 EUR 820,410 EUR 

Estimated cost used for EU representation  488,631 EUR 351,542 EUR 321,351 EUR 

 

As summarised in the table 18, one can see distinctive differences among 
these groups. The ‘EU-focused’ members of the Platform comparably have 
the highest average number of staffs working in Brussels-based offices (12), 
number of represented EU member states (25), and the lowest number of 
represented non-EU countries (5) by their membership. On average 74% of 
their budget is from the EU sources for these organisations while the share 
of the budget coming from members’ contributions is low at 11%. It has 
the largest budget and estimated cost used for EU representation as well (on 
average). On the other hand, the members of the Platform with 
international profile (the older members) have on average the lowest 
number of staffs (6), slightly higher number of represented EU member 
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states (23) than the Platform average, and the highest number of 
represented non-EU countries by membership (17). Contrary to the EU-
focused members, they get a lot higher share of their budget (52%) from 
members’ contributions while the share of EU funding is relatively lower at 
36% both compared to the EU-focused members and the Platform average. 
 

The sources of budget and the disparity in terms of the EU funding among 
the Platform members are worth noting not only because these can be the 
ground for the accusation of the co-option problem of the heavily funded 
organisations, but also because the competition in searching for the limited 
EU funding opportunities has been a source of tension and conflict among 
the Platform members. The inequality of resources in terms of access to 
funding and tensions around it has been pointed out as one of the causes 
challenging the establishment of solidarity and cooperation among the 
Platform members (Cullen, 2003:163). For example, the competition for 
the EU funding divide the Platform members between those who have 
access to the EU’s prioritised funding line such as the anti-discrimination 
budget and those who could not frame their issues in line with it (Cullen, 
2009:144).  
 

Given the limitation of the data gathered through the Transparency 
Register and the websites of the Platform members, it is impossible to 
develop a measurement to sort out the members of the Social Platform with 
any categories that will exclusively and exhaustively group them. However 
that is perhaps not a surprise considering the fact that many of the Platform 
members are in fact members of each other. For instance regarding 
disability field, Autism Europe, European Blind Union (EBU), 
INCLUSION Europe are all members of European Disability Forum 
(EDF). Similarly, ATD Fourth World International Movement, Caritas 
Europa, European Federation for Diaconia (EURODIACONIA), European 
Network Against Racism (ENAR), AGE Platform, and Platform for 
International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (PICUM) are all 
members of European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN).   
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What we could nevertheless see are the distinctive differences between the 
EU-focused, newer organisations and the older, internationally established 
members of the Platform when it comes to the resources (budget and staffs), 
representation of the EU and non-EU countries by membership, the EU 
funding, and the share of members’ contribution in budget. Besides, we 
were able to see that the general trend of the development of social CSOs at 
European level can be found within the Platform’s membership, and that 
most of the Platform members do use significant amount of resources in 
European level representation while at the same time a significant amount 
of these resources are coming from the EU, at least for a majority of them 
(67% of the Platform members having 50% or more of their budget from 
the EU).  
 

Concluding remarks  
The European CSOs working with social policy issues are expected to be 
the link between the most unreachable, immobilised, and marginalised 
groups within a vast geographical area while at the same time required to be 
institutionalised and formalised at the transnational level in order to acquire 
participatory opportunities at the EU - which inevitably accompanies a vast 
distance from their constituencies. These dual expectations towards the EU-
based CSOs in fact raise several questions of representation: Are the EU 
based CSOs able to represent their national, local members and a broader 
constituency at EU level while they are heavily funded by the EU? Can 
professionalised and institutionalised EU based CSOs genuinely reflect and 
represent the needs and perspectives of marginalised groups? What exactly is 
represented by the coalition of meta-organisations established at EU level 
with diverse profiles, such as the Social Platform? The following discussions 
take up some important aspects which came up along the analysis of the 
Platform members in this report and relate them to these questions of 
representation. 
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Financial dependency on EU funding and the issue of 
independence 

As pointed out in the analysis of funding sources, the fact that a majority of 
the Platform members and the Platform itself are heavily dependent on EU 
money raises a question of independence. However, CSOs have argued that 
the financial dependency on the EU does not automatically lead to any co-
opting behaviours but rather secures their independence since they do not 
need to seek other compromising sources of funding elsewhere (Greenwood, 
2009:99). It is also argued that the impact of funding from the EU on 
CSOs might be a lot more complex than it is commonly thought of 
(Sanchez-Salgado, 2011).  Nonetheless, as it is confirmed from the analysis 
in this report the financial dependency on EU funding is for sure one of the 
salient characteristics of these EU based Platform members, which leads to 
questioning of their legitimacy and autonomy. It has been found out that 
the funding from the EU, especially those which are targeted to specific 
programs, has impacts on CSOs by indirectly steering their activities to be 
adjusted to EU programs and policy agendas. By engaging in certain EU 
programs through such funding schemes they are expected to generally be 
supportive of the EU social policy and also to fulfil the strict accounting 
processes and short-term efficiency. Moreover, they are depending on the 
renewal of EU funding annually and compete with each other (Cullen, 
2009).  
 

Hence even if we abstain from concluding that the funding dependency 
means a complete loss of independence of these heavily EU funded Platform 
members and the Platform itself, one can still question to what extent these 
EU based CSOs can actually reflect their own members’ perspectives in 
determining their agendas and working priorities and put effort in being 
accountable towards them, while so much energy and effort is needed in 
obtaining a sustained funding from the EU on which they are highly 
dependent. Although it is impossible to answer this substantive question 
with the analysis done in this report, perhaps the unequal resources among 
the Platform members do have an implication for their capacity when it 
comes to the involvement of and reach-out towards their own members at 
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national and local level. We can also carefully predict that the Platform 
members with a higher share of their budget coming from member’s 
contribution might have a stronger incentive to more actively and accurately 
reflect their member’s perspectives than the ones who have secured other 
sources of funding.   

Professionalisation and institutionalisation in the 
Platform  

Another salient characteristic of the Platform members and the Platform 
itself is their highly professional staffs (especially in their Secretariats in 
Brussels), formal decision making structures and auditing practices. Many 
of the policy officers in the Secretariats of EU based CSOs are well educated 
and skilled in their respective fields and have professional experiences 
working with/in the EU institutions. This in part is because their main tasks 
in Brussels require extensive knowledge of the EU institutions and politics, 
legal competences, and language skills. Unlike the elected representatives of 
these EU based CSOs who most often have their experiences working in 
CSOs in national or local context, these Secretariat staffs who practically 
manage the daily operation of organisations have rather different 
backgrounds. In fact, it has been pointed out that the EU level CSO 
activists tend to have similar backgrounds and shared understanding about 
the social dimension of the EU with some of the EU officials, not to 
mention the “revolving door” relations between the Commission officials 
and certain European CSOs (Greenwood, 2009:99; Cullen, 2003:268). 
 

At the same time, the interaction between these highly qualified policy 
officers working at the Secretariats of EU based CSOs and the EU officials 
occurs in the name of ‘representative’ voice of the poor, the disabled, the 
homeless, and racial minorities for instance. Thus a question arises whether 
and how each of the Social Platform members have quality communication 
with their own members regarding their engagement in this broader 
coalition, in order to make sure that the representative chains the Platform 
claims to have established are ensured beyond its formal structure so that 
the Secretariat staffs are well aware of the members’ concerns and 
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perspectives. This question becomes more important especially since it was 
evident that many of the Platform members strongly opposed to allowing 
the extension of its membership to national level organisations and argued 
that their participation should rather be channelled through the European 
level member organisations (Cullen, 2003:181). While the weak connection 
to the national and local level members has been also one of the dominant 
critics towards these EU based CSOs for being ‘elitist’, Cullen’s study 
suggests that the Platform members are well aware of the importance of the 
involvement of national level members and have tried different strategies 
such as national level campaigns, lobbying the Council presidencies in 
collaboration with national level members, focusing on the issues significant 
for national members, etc. (ibid, pp. 222-7).  
 

A variety of interactions between the EU institutions and the Platform (and 
some individual Platform members) take place which can be conceptualised 
under the name of Civil Dialogue, ranging from bi-annual meetings, 
advisory and scientific committees, expert groups, stakeholder forum, 
information meetings, seminars, workshops, round-tables, open hearings, 
inter-groups, citizen panels, etc. However the degree of institutionalisation 
and openness for the participation of different actors vary a lot across policy 
fields and institutions, and even among the different DGs within the 
European Commission (Fazi – Smith, 2006).  
 

Evaluating a range of Civil Dialogue practices between the EU and CSOs, 
Fazi and Smith (2006) pointed out that there is a tension between the 
ambition to secure wide participation in the interactions with the EU 
officials and achieving efficiency of dialogues. The fact that the Commission 
consultation period tend to be not enough for an EU based CSO to 
communicate with its all members also contributes to this dilemma between 
more inclusive participation and efficiency. In addition to that, the most 
influential and important interactions tend to occur only between a few well 
established European networks and the EU officials while there is a very 
limited possibility for encouraging wider participation of less well 
established European CSOs or national ones (pp. 8, 29). Other challenges 
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for EU based CSOs have also been pointed out when it comes to the 
communication between the EU policy makers and the national level 
members, since the former requires highly technical information in nature 
while that might appear less relevant for the latter (Cullen, 2009:146).  
 

Apparently, within the varied institutionalised frameworks for the dialogues 
between CSOs and the EU policy makers, tensions exist in ensuring fair 
representation among CSOs. The Platform and its members have long been 
pushing for acquiring a legal recognition of the Civil Dialogue practices and 
argued for more uniform and transparent approaches in selecting the 
participations, including official accreditation practices (Cullen, 2003; 
2009). However, one can raise a concern whether this kind of measure only 
will preferably support the EU level umbrella networks such as the Social 
Platform and disable a wider and more open participation of smaller or 
national CSOs. On the other hand, considering de facto selective 
participation of CSOs in the Civil Dialogue (Fazi – Smith, 2009:44) and 
the Platform’s privileged position within it, the division of labour between 
such broad coalition organisations and other CSOs can be rather clearly 
established and help avoiding unnecessary competition among them. This 
possibility however is directly dependent on to what extent the Social 
Platform is considered ‘representative’ of the social sector and how both 
CSOs and the EU perceive the comprehensiveness of that representation.   

Categorising Platform members  

When we ask whether the Social Platform is really representative on behalf 
of their members and also for the CSOs working with social issues as they 
define their constituents, the distinctive differences among the Platform 
members cannot be ignored.  
 

From the analysis of this report it is clear that the membership of the Social 
Platform include both the newer, largely EU-funded networks focusing on 
their activities at European level as well as the older, mostly service-
providers’ organisations with more international profile. We have seen that 
the budget size and the sources of funding among them vary to a great 
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extent. In other words, it was evident that the distribution of resources 
among its members is unequal. This inequality among the Platform 
members in terms of resources might have impacts on the capacity of 
participation of each member in the Platform’s work. In addition, the fact 
that there is a sharp distinction between the members receiving large 
amount of EU money and the members with less EU money might result in 
conflicts when deciding common agendas, since the funding dependency on 
the EU exerts influences in a way that the organisations tend to focus on the 
issues for which the EU competencies are established, where there are also 
more and better possibilities of project money (Cullen, 2003:206). Their 
motivations and understanding for engaging in such a coalition network are 
likely to be different, although not completely. Hence the actual working of 
this ‘fault line’ between the two groups, unequal resources and status among 
them, and their consequences are important in understanding the dynamic 
behind whose views are actually represented by the Social Platform in effect.  
 

Another attempt to understand the profile of the Social Platform by 
categorising its members was made between the organisations with their 
distinctive focus on group -representation and the issue-based organisations. 
Although this categorisation is at times unclear when an EU based CSO’s all 
levels of members including local organisations are taken into account, 
according to a previous case study this distinction has an implication for the 
principles emphasised in selecting representatives of organisations. For 
instance, European Women’s Lobby (EWL) and European Disability 
Forum (EDF), which are the organisations with a very strong group-
representation focus, have much stricter principles in descriptive 
representation – requiring their elected representatives to have shared 
characteristics or experiences as the represented - compared to European 
Network Against Racism (ENAR) or European Federation of National 
Organisations working with the Homeless (FEANTSA), who define 
themselves as cause-based organisations (Lee, 2011). 
 

Still other distinctions among the Platform members can made according to 
Cullen’s studies (2010a; 2009; 2005) which have unravelled the ideological 
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differences among the Platform members when it comes to certain issues. 
These fault lines are rather fluid depending on the issues at hand. For 
example, when it comes to children’s rights organisations such as COFAS 
and Save the Children were in conflict since the former valued the 
children’s rights that are bound to family unit while the latter considered 
children as independent right holders (Cullen, 2009:256). Another salient 
conflict concerns the differing perspectives on equal opportunity and 
discrimination among the organisations such as EWL, EDF, ENAR, ILGA, 
etc. While the disagreements were accentuated regarding the EU’s anti-
discrimination initiatives in recent years, old service provider’s organisations 
relatively found themselves distant from the issue. Other ideological 
tensions can be found between the faith-based organisations and the 
organisations advocating for sexual minorities (Cullen, 2010a).  
 

How are these differing and at times conflicting perspectives and agendas of 
the Platform members negotiated in this coalition of meta-organisations? 
Are they willing to compromise their stances with each other for the sake of 
the coalition’s development? How do unequal resources among them work 
in the process of internal negotiation over the differences? These questions 
are difficult to be answered here albeit their importance in understanding 
the substantive aspects of the Platform’s representation of its members.  

Still the attractive coalition site for the EU social 
CSOs? 

Considering that the Social Platform formally consisted of 40 member 
organisations already by the end of 1990’s (Cullen, 2009:142), it is rather 
surprising to see that the number of Platform members remains more or less 
the same to this date. Only five member organisations of the Platform were 
established during the last decade2, while there are a handful of former 
members who do not belong to the Platform any longer3.  
                                                        
2    AGE Platform Europe (2001), European Consumer Debt Network (2007), 
Eurochild (2003), Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (2000), 
Workability Europe (2001). 
3	   	  	  	  Referring	  to	  Cullen’s	  study	  (2003:314),	  the	  following	  organisations	  are	  
some	  of	  the	  former	  members	  of	  the	  Platform:	  European	  Association	  for	  care	  and	  help	  at	  
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Why hasn’t the Platform growing in terms of the number of its members? 
For what reasons have some of the former members left the coalition? Some 
of them might have found other alternative ways of accessing European 
policy makers while some others have either lost interests in EU level 
collaboration or simply ceased to exist for other reasons. Considering that 
the factors such as historical development, available resources, and pre-
existing relation with the EU institutions can be the reasons for the 
Platform members’ different perceptions towards the coalition (Cullen, 
2003), close case studies on these former members of the Platform might 
provide some clues regarding in what way they ceased to have reasons for 
being the Platform members.  
 

Still remaining questions: Why in the recent decade has the establishment 
of social CSOs (who became members of the Platform) slowed down? Is it 
so that the social issues for which mobilisation at EU level is possible are all 
covered by existing European CSOs already? Should one rather see this 
decline as a relatively decreasing attractiveness of the Platform as the 
collaboration site for social CSOs?  Perhaps the entry point to become a 
member of the Platform – to have members in absolute majority of the EU 
Members States - is too high for newly created movements?  
 

Although these questions can at best remain partially answered in a 
speculative way, one way of answering the questions posed here could be to 
looking into the working of the Social Platform itself. Perhaps the very 
nature of the Platform focusing on transversal issues on which different 
CSOs with varying ideological positions can agree is not compelling enough 
for some social CSOs who wish to put all their efforts in a specific issue. For 
them, perhaps the Platform appears to be too restricted actor for its close 

                                                                                                                                        
home,	  Red	  Cross/EU	  Liaison	  Bureau,	  European	  Forum	  for	  Child	  Welfare,	  European	  Migrants	  
Forum,	  European	  Network	  of	  Unemployed,	  European	  Round	  Table	  of	  Charitable	  Social	  
Welfare	  Associations,	  International	  Save	  the	  Children	  Alliance,	  Mobility	  International,	  
International	  Planned	  Parenthood,	  Quaker	  Council	  for	  European	  Affairs,	  European	  Centre	  
for	  Workers	  Questions.	  This	  list	  is	  not	  exhaustive	  since	  it	  only	  compares	  between	  the	  
current	  member	  list	  (October	  2011)	  and	  May	  2003.	  



 51 

relation with the Commission and for its need to achieve difficult consensus 
among too various member organisations. Meanwhile, some recent 
contextual changes also point to some possible explanations. In their in-
depth study about the relations and the Civil Dialogue between EU based 
CSOs and the EU institutions, Fazi and Smith (2006) noted the “perceived 
scepticism” among the Commission officials and the parliamentarians 
towards the CSOs compared to the previous decades where a strong hope 
was placed on the role of CSOs (p. 49). While the authors also noted that it 
is difficult to grasp to what extent this perception is spread, it might be true 
that all those expectations and great hopes placed on CSOs to bridge the 
gap between citizens and the EU have faded away to some extent. The 
financial crisis in recent years and austerity measures of public authorities in 
many European countries might also be one of the constraints many CSOs 
at national as well as at European level face in terms of cuts and stricter 
restrains in financial supports - which directly affects the growth of social 
CSOs negatively.  
 

The attempt to map out the members of the Social Platform largely 
confirmed the previous studies on the Platform which indicate the 
importance of the diversity, unequal resources and positions among the 
member organisations. By drawing discussions on various aspects of the 
Platform members and relating them with the issue of representation, this 
report adds more novel questions rather than providing clear answers to the 
existing ones about EU based civil society organisations. Nevertheless, the 
provision of the descriptive data on the Platform members in this way help 
figuring out the complex picture of the EU based CSOs working with social 
issues and its sectoral coalition.   
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