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Diffusing Ideas for
After Neoliberalism
The Social Investment Perspective in
Europe and Latin America

JANE JENSON
Université de Montréal, Canada

abstract By the mid-1990s neo-liberalism had begun to
reach its economic, social and political limits. International as
well national and even sub-national social policymakers in and
concerned with Latin America and Europe began to converge
around new ideas about doing social policy, characterized here
as the social investment perspective. The first section of the
article documents this convergence across two regions. The
second section then identifies three social mechanisms that
supported this convergence. The first began in the heyday of
neo-liberalism, and involved opening space for legitimate
alternatives. A second was the polysemic character of social
investment as a quasi-concept that could penetrate and link
numerous policy communities. The third was boundary-
crossing, as distinctions that had separated analysis and action
in the two regions fell away.

keywords Europe, Latin America, neoliberalism, policy
convergence, social investment perspective, social policy

ARTICLE 59

Global Social Policy Copyright © The Author(s), 2010. Reprints and permissions:
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav 1468-0181 vol. 10(1): pp 59–84; 354813;

DOI:10.1771/1468018109354813 http://gsp.sagepub.com

gsp

Beginning in the 1980s, neoliberalism’s ideas and practices profoundly challenged
and destabilized post-1945 political projects, policy arrangements and practices
of governing. Both in Latin America, where the Washington Consensus reshaped
economies and political institutions, and in the member countries of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) world
there was a move away from the perspectives on social policy developed in the
three decades after 1945. In particular, there were concerted efforts to roll
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back existing guarantees to social protection in the name of a larger role for
the market, families and communities.

Neoliberalism had, however, limits and by the mid-1990s political space for
new perspectives widened. In particular, the discourse of international as well
national and sub-national social policymakers began to cohere around new
ideas about ‘developmental welfare states’. Manuel Riesco (2007: 3) describes
the principles of new developmental welfare thinking this way: ‘these view-
points value macroeconomic policies that promote employment, raise incomes,
and achieve other “people-centred” economic outcomes … [they] prefer
social programmes that are “productivist”, and investment oriented, that is,
social programmes that promote economic participation, and generate posi-
tive rates of return to the economy’.Anton Hemerijck summarizes the idea of
the European ‘developmental welfare state’ as depending in large part on a
‘child-centred social investment strategy’ and a ‘human capital investment
push’ (Hemerijck, 2007: 12–13).

As these two quotations make clear, the notion of ‘investment’ and particu-
larly ‘social investment’ underpins this policy perspective. Starting from this
observation, this article addresses two questions: (1) when and where did the
social investment perspective emerge as an answer to classic neoliberalism;
and (2) what were the social mechanisms of its diffusion? Each of the two main
sections of the article addresses one of these questions.

The first section documents convergence around the key objectives of a
social investment perspective. The definition of convergence adopted here is
that of Knill (2005: 768), who writes: ‘ … policy convergence can be defined
as any increase in the similarity between one or more characteristics of a cer-
tain policy (e.g. policy objectives, policy instruments, policy settings) across a
given set of political jurisdictions (supranational institutions, states, regions,
local authorities) over a given period of time. Policy convergence thus
describes the end result of a process of policy change over time towards some
common point, regardless of the causal processes’. The focus in this article is
only on converging policy objectives; instruments and settings continue to
vary widely across jurisdictions. Neither does the article address the imple-
mentation of the social investment perspective via specific instruments and
settings; that would involve another project altogether.

The article does analyse the spread of ideas, expressed in the form of diag-
noses of policy challenges and the objective of overcoming them, suggesting
that the spread was the result of three social mechanisms. Thus the second,
and significantly larger section, turns to an identification of the processes and
mechanisms of diffusion of ideas about the social investment perspective.1

There is a now a large literature that examines the diffusion of public policies
across space.2 A recent overview identifies four distinct theories: construc-
tivism, coercion theory, competition theory, and social learning. Three of
them allocate analytic attention to the diffusion of ideas (Dobbin et al.,
2007). Relying on elements of constructivism and social learning, this article
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identifies three social mechanisms that contributed to the turn towards a
social investment perspective.

Converging Around a Social Investment Perspective

The discourse and practices of many international as well national and even
sub-national social policy makers reflect a global anti-poverty consensus
(Noël, 2006: 305), traversing the development community, including that
tuned to Latin America. It is also found in the European Union, where social
inclusion gained co-equal status in the 2000 Lisbon agenda with more tradi-
tional themes of employment (the European Employment Strategy), health
and pensions.

Naming this consensus ‘anti-poverty’ is too limited and broad-brush, how-
ever. Identifying an agreement within the development community around an
objective for what is now awkwardly called ‘pro-poor’ policies or the ‘poverty
reduction paradigm’ provides no indication of how the goal of reducing
poverty is to be attained. Policy logics and instruments can widely diverge.
They can include neoliberals’ promotion of globalization in the belief that
there will be a trickle-down effect ‘raising all boats’ and social conservatives’
promotion of marriage as the way ‘to lift families out of poverty’. Neither does
the identification of a consensus about the risks of social exclusion and the
need to work on social inclusion provide any information about how countries,
international organizations or non-governmental organizations (NGOs) will
act on that consensus. Policies could – and have – ranged from workfare (work
requirements in exchange for access to social benefits) to promoting early
childhood education, in-work benefits, conditional cash transfers (CCT), or
extended public services.

This section of the article describes one policy perspective that describes a
specific logic for fighting poverty. It is the ‘social investment perspective’.
This social policy perspective rests on three principles. First is the notion of
learning as the pillar of the economies and societies of the future. This prin-
ciple leads to significant policy attention to human capital, beginning with
pre-school children. Second is an orientation to assuring the future more than
to ameliorating conditions in the here and now; this leads to promotion of
social spending designed to break the intergenerational cycle of poverty and
a focus on children. Finally, there is the idea that successful individuals enrich
our common future and investing in their success is beneficial for the com-
munity as a whole, now and into the future, a vision that easily leads to
child-centred policy interventions (Jenson and Saint-Martin, 2006: 435).

No claim is made in this article that all countries have adopted the social
investment perspective. In Western Europe, liberal and social democratic
welfare regimes moved more quickly to take up the discourse and policy
practices of social investment than did either Bismarckian regimes or the
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European Union itself.3 In Latin America only some countries have moved in
this direction. Others have selected to return to state-centric development
strategies, privileging redistribution of resource rents to the poor. And yet others
are still mired in their classic neoliberalism. There are, however, increasing
signs that a number of countries in Latin America as well as in Western Europe
as well as a number of international organizations are replacing their neoliberal
ideas with the three principles of the social investment perspective.

The social investment perspective represents an approach to social policy
different from the social protection logic of post-1945 welfare regimes as well
as the safety-net stance of neoliberals.4 During their consolidation in the
1950s and 1960s, systems of social protection in Europe and the Americas
were grounded in the shared objective of providing a measure of social secu-
rity via health, pensions, unemployment insurance and other programmes to
the worker and his family. The developmentalist state in Latin America ‘was
born out of the same process that generated Keynesianism and welfare states’
in Europe (Draibe, 2007: 241). However, whereas a variety of welfare regimes
were present in Europe after 1945, in Latin America the corporatist form
dominated (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Yashar, 1999: 80).

The neoliberal perspective of the 1980s assaulted this social protection
model. Neoliberals popularized the diagnosis that social spending and state
intervention were in conflict with economic prosperity, and thus the state was
labelled the source of the problems of many countries. Internationally as well
as domestically neoliberals downplayed the role of the state and promoted
‘structural adjustments’ that would make markets distributors of well-being,
families responsible for their own opportunities, and the community sector
the final safety net. Describing neoliberalism in Latin America Evelina Dagnino
(2005) writes:

… as a part of the neoliberal agenda of reform, citizenship began to be understood
and promoted as mere individual integration to the market. At the same time and
as part of the same process of structural adjustments, consolidated rights are being
progressively withdrawn from workers throughout Latin America. In a parallel
development, philanthropic projects from the so-called Third Sector have been
expanding in numbers and scope, in an attempt to address poverty and exclusion. …
(Dagnino, 2005: 2)

Janet Newman and her colleagues (2004: 204) use very similar words to
describe changes that occurred in European countries under neoliberalism:
‘… governments – in the UK, the USA and across much of Western Europe –
have attempted to shift the focus towards various forms of co-production with
other agencies and with citizens themselves through partnerships, community
involvement and strategies of “responsibilization”’.

In the 1980s policy redesign was the norm.5 Some existing social citizenship
rights were privatized, with the most draconian assaults being on public pension
systems in Latin America (Madrid, 2002). Generous public pensions were one
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of the targets of neoliberals in Europe as well (Bonoli, 2000). Ideas about
social solidarity also shifted as poverty and social exclusion were fore
grounded and attention to the rights of the so-called mainstream faded. In
Chile under the dictatorship for example, ‘ … social spending was to reach the
truly needy and not “special interest groups” such as organized labour and
organized middle-class professionals and public servants’ (Schild, 2000: 282).
Similar notions of a divided society, with social policy attention focused on the
margins and on those ‘at-risk’ of social exclusion were increasingly popular
not only in neoliberal Britain but also in France, the European Commission,
the Council of Europe, the International Labour Organization and some
agencies of the UN (Deacon, 2000: 7; Jenson, 1998).

In contrast, the social investment perspective recognizes a legitimate role
for state action, but only of a certain kind. As the 2007 Peruvian anti-poverty
law put it: ‘we have to move from a vision based on social spending to one
based on social investment’.6 The final communiqué of the OECD social
ministers in 2005 was just as blunt: ‘social policies must be pro-active, stress-
ing investment in people’s capabilities and the realization of their potential,
not merely insuring against misfortune’.7 The perspective by no means rejects
the premise of both post-1945 welfare regimes and neoliberalism that the
market ought to be the primary source of well-being for most people; it too
emphasizes the importance of paid employment and other forms of market
income. But, whereas neoliberals assumed that market participation was the
solution, the social investment perspective includes a suspicion that the mar-
ket may not be producing sufficient income for everyone, that poverty and
social exclusion are real problems requiring more than simply ‘a job’. There
is a basic recognition that opportunities – and increasingly capabilities – are
neither equally nor equitably distributed.8 Some public spending, such as con-
ditional cash transfers or childcare services, may be needed to ensure that children
can be sent to school, to pre-school, or to the doctor, for example. Parents
may not have enough resources, and therefore they will not able to ‘choose’
to invest in their children. Nor will all adults be able to enter the labour force,
if basic services and supports are unavailable.

In Latin America, the goal is often to ensure better coverage for those left
outside corporatist social protection systems, particularly in the areas of
health and pensions (Cortés, 2007: 10–11, appendices; Fiszbein, 2005: 5). In
Europe, high rates of precarious work and economic restructuring have gen-
erated enthusiasm for ‘flexicurity’ as a way of assuring some measure of income
security even when job stability is a thing of the past. The European Union,
for example, incorporated the principle of flexicurity in the 2008–10
Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs and launched a travelling Mission for
Flexicurity in 2008.9 The Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC, 2007: 112ff.) is also calling for flexicurity arrangements.

A common social investment prescription is the need to ‘make work pay’,
not simply by making it compulsory and competitive with social benefit rates
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but also by supplementing wages, providing low-cost services, or both. For
example, in-work benefit programmes provide supplements to earned income
when market earnings are judged to be insufficient. Examples are Britain’s
Working Tax Credit (instituted by New Labour in 1999),10 and France’s prime
pour l’emploi (since 2001). A survey in 2003 found that 8 of the EU 15 coun-
tries had instituted an in-work benefit (Immervoll et al., 2007: 35). Affordable
childcare services are also frequently identified as necessary if women’s
employment rates are to rise.

Latin American countries have followed another strategy for dealing with
the failure of labour markets to provide sufficient income. Faced with high
levels of poverty as well informal employment and ‘truncated’ social protec-
tion regimes that provide little coverage to much of the population, they have
been experimenting with cash-transfer programmes (Fiszbein, 2005; Standing,
2008). In particular, conditional cash transfers that are income-tested and
conditional on certain behaviours with respect to schooling and health care
for children have become widespread. By 2007 they were being used in 14
Latin American countries (Bastagli, 2007). Presented in the words of their
promoters, CCT ‘ … hold promise for addressing the inter-generational
transmission of poverty and fostering social inclusion by explicitly targeting
the poor, focusing on children, delivering transfers to women, and changing
social accountability relationships between beneficiaries, service providers
and governments’ (De la Brière and Rawlings, 2006: 4).

This emphasis on breaking the intergenerational transfer of poverty is a key
idea of the social investment perspective, making it ‘child-centred’ (Jenson,
2001; Lister 2003; Sen cited in Morán, 2004). One expression of the idea
comes in the form of an emphasis on investments in human capital as the
route to future success. For example, the Mexican government describing its
national social development programme, Oportunidades, called for ‘investing
in human capital’: ‘Quality education means that educational achievements
translate into real access to better opportunities to make use of the benefits of
that education. There will be payoffs from the investment in the form of
increases in the basic skills of poor Mexican girls, boys and youth’ (Secretaría
de Desarrollo Social, 2003: 65). Tony Blair and Gerhard Schröder (1999) said
in their manifesto for a ‘third way’: ‘The most important task of moderniza-
tion is to invest in human capital: to make the individual and businesses fit for
the knowledge-based economy of the future’. The focus orients social policy
at the European level, having gained the status of one of the Guidelines for
Growth and Jobs for 2005–8, and being a key theme in the 2008 Renewed
Social Agenda.11 Investing in human capital, described as a ‘future orientated
policy’ for ensuring social inclusion, has been jointly promoted by among
others the finance ministries of Sweden, Germany and Britain.12

Another and very clear expression of the social investment perspective is the
emphasis on early childhood education and care (ECEC). Whereas ‘childcare’
is part of a strategy for mobilizing female labour force participation, ECEC
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focuses on the long-term advantages of providing public support for early
childhood education. In the last decade, and across all regime types, putting
public money into ECEC has become the norm, justified as an investment in
children’s futures, with collective as well as individual payoffs. As the OECD’s
important publication Starting Strong II put it, ‘a central issue for OECD
governments in relation to early childhood funding is not whether to invest,
but how much and at what level’ (OECD, 2006: 20). It then goes on to say:

The move towards seeing early childhood services as a public good has received
much support in recent years from economists as well from education researchers
[who] suggest that the early childhood period provides an unequalled opportunity
for investment in human capital … A basic principle is that learning in one life stage
begets learning in the next. … ‘The rate of return to a dollar of investment made while
a person is young is higher than the rate of return for the same dollar made at a later
age’. (OECD, 2006: 37)

The Economic Commission on Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
makes virtually the same claim:

In order to promote greater educational equity in Latin America, it is not enough
to universalize primary education (the second of the Millennium Development
Goals); it is also necessary to meet three further challenges concerning coverage
and continuity. The first is to assure universal access of children aged between 3 and 6
to quality pre-school programmes which can contribute to their general training
and, as an indirect effect, improve education outcomes at the primary level. (ECLAC,
2007: 117)

So too does the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), which has been
promoting early childhood care and development (ECCD) since the mid-
1990s (Morán, 2004: 1–4). Since the mid-1990s in Latin America there has
been a flurry of new early childhood programmes, sponsored by national gov-
ernments and international agencies providing preschool childcare;13 the
OECD’s (2006) overview of ECEC in its member states describes the increase
in public involvement in ensuring better service provision.

Future-oriented, child-centred, committed to using human capital invest-
ments by states as well as families to prepare for the knowledge-based econ-
omy, accepting a certain ‘informalization’ of the labour market, seeking to
avoid ‘spending to insure against misfortune’ but willing to make ‘invest-
ments’ that will increase capabilities, the social investment perspective informs
the action programmes of a number of governments and international agen-
cies. How did this position take hold?

Was neoliberalism displaced simply by the weight of its failures? Its promises
had been grandiose: freeing markets and reducing the role of the state would
generate well-being for all. By the mid-1990s, however, straightforward
neoliberalism had hit an ideational, political and economic wall. The prom-
ised cutbacks in state activity and massive savings in state expenditures failed
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to materialize (Castles, 2005), despite the insistence by neoliberals that their
main goal was slashing state expenditures. Social problems deepened in the
North as well as the global South and poverty rates mounted, notwithstand-
ing neoliberals’ promise that structural adjustments would reduce poverty. A
fifth of Britain’s children lived in poverty in the mid-1990s and the child
poverty rate had tripled since the 1970s (UNICEF, 2000: 21). In 1997, the
Asian crisis destabilized the international economy in a frightening way. As
Moisés Naím, editor-in-chief of Foreign Policy, said about the ‘global brand’
invented in the mid-1980s and labelled the Washington Consensus: ‘What was
implemented was usually an incomplete version of the model and its results
were quite different from what politicians promised, the people expected, and
the IMF and the World Bank’s econometric models had predicted’ (Naím, 1999).
There was a rethinking of what ‘development’ in a broad sense should involve,
and a search for a ‘post-Washington Consensus’ that would pay more attention
to social problems (Margheritis and Pereira, 2007: 38).

As these results and patterns were revealed and recognized, the alternative
we have labelled the social investment perspective began to coalesce. This
process was not an automatic one. Interpretations of neoliberalism’s weak-
nesses had to be constructed and alliances assembled to spread the critique
and alternative proposals. The next section documents the processes by which
convergence around a social investment perspective occurred, identifying
three social mechanisms that underpin its diffusion.

Ideas in Competition and Movement

To uncover the process by which the ideas underpinning the social investment
perspective captured attention in both Europe and Latin America, it is neces-
sary to ask how ideas spread. This question directs attention towards processes
of diffusion. Again, and as already noted in the introduction, this article
focuses on policy objectives and therefore, does not address the impact of the
enactment of an idea into policy.

The literature on diffusion of public policy – and as a subset, policy ideas – is
the appropriate literature for this article. Here the recent and thorough
overview by Frank Dobbin et al. (2007) provides a useful starting point.14

While the focus of their review essay is diffusion of public policies and there-
fore their enactment, the literature covered also provides much information
about the emergence and consolidation of new policy perspectives. Of the
four theories of diffusion that they identify, two will be particularly useful.
Constructivists looking at policy diffusion stress the power of norms, pur-
veyed primarily by international organizations and their experts or epistemic
communities more broadly, to induce changes in behaviour and action (Dobbin
et al., 2007: 450–4). While some of the constructivist literature is far too struc-
turalist in its orientation (ideational factors do things) and the insistence that
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ideational factors are ‘primary’ is too categorical, the scepticism about coer-
cion by powerful international organizations and hegemonic countries is a
useful corrective, as is obviously the emphasis on ideas. Second, theories of
social learning examine processes by which policy makers learn from their
own experience or that of others, diffused through a shared fund of knowl-
edge among elites (Dobbin et al., 2007: 460–2). Again the literature is large.

The most useful approach to diffusion, in this broad literature, sees it as a
process not an outcome: ‘Diffusion … refers to processes where national policy-
makers voluntarily, that is without being formally obliged by international
agreements or forced by external actors, adopt a certain policy innovation and
in doing so draw on policy models which have been communicated in the
international system’ (Busch and Jörgens, 2005: 861). This definition is adopted
here because it allows consideration not only of country-to-country diffusion
but also the role of international organizations in the diffusion of ideas and
practices (see for example Deacon et al., 1997; Stone, 2004). Defining diffu-
sion as a process also generates the search for the mechanisms that underpin
the diffusion process (Busch and Jörgens, 2005: 861).

A mechanism specifies the ‘nuts, bolts, cogs and wheels that move a process
forward’, and that account for an observed correlation (Campbell, 2004: 63).
In the situation examined here, the observed correlation is the appearance of
the social investment perspective in both Latin America and Europe and in
international organizations as well as national settings. By identifying mech-
anisms it is possible to provide a plausible account of how observed phenom-
ena are linked. Such attention to social mechanisms is appropriate for
understanding processes of change such as diffusion (Campbell, 2004: 62–89;
Tilly, 2001).

In his overview of the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of
approaches based on mechanisms, Charles Tilly identifies three types.
Environmental mechanisms alter the settings in which action occurs, and
among the words used to describe such mechanisms is ‘expand’. Cognitive
mechanisms create changes in individual and collective perception, and they
are ‘characteristically described through words such as recognize, understand,
reinterpret, and classify’. Relational mechanisms shape and alter connections
among people or groups, and among the words used to describe them are ally
and attack (Tilly, 2001: 24). The next sections reveal that each type of mecha-
nism was important for the emergence of the social investment perspective and
its diffusion.

Delegitimizing TINA: Creating Space for Alternatives

The first mechanism that supported the emergence of a social investment
perspective is an environmental one. Political space is an essential ingredient
in policy learning (Murphy, 2006: 210). Even while neoliberalism still held
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sway, this mechanism worked to expand the political space for discussions of
alternatives to standard neoliberalism whose proponents had made TINA –
there is no alternative – their mantra. Initially the two regions remained quite
separate, one space being created within the world of the agencies of develop-
ment and a second in Europe. In the world of development agencies, criticism
targeted the structural adjustment paradigm, promoted by the Bretton Woods
institutions and by ‘institutions and networks of opinion leaders … including
“think tanks, politically sophisticated investment bankers, and world finance
ministers, all those who meet each other in Washington and collectively define
the conventional wisdom of the moment”’ (Murphy, 2006: 221, citing Paul
Krugman). Opposition to the TINA mantra appeared in organizations less
committed to this Washington Consensus. The UN agency that many thought
could – and should – confront the World Bank’s structural adjustment template
was the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), but it chose not
to do so. ‘UNDP’s low profile left the job of directing the public battle of ideas
to UNICEF’ (Murphy, 2006: 227, see also 223ff.).

UNICEF took the lead by promoting the concept of ‘adjustment with a
human face’ and refocusing attention on the negative consequences of struc-
tural adjustment for the most vulnerable. The starting point for the critique
was the failure of neoliberalism’s promises, and the mounting evidence of
worsening conditions on the ground (Jolly, 1999: 1809). These observations
generated a decision in the first half of the 1980s to undertake research to
gather (and in some cases foster the creation of) appropriate data, and these
led eventually to a series of UNICEF reports and studies about the need to
pay attention to the situation of the poor during structural adjustment (for an
account see Jolly, 1999). These studies provided UNICEF, a ‘social’ agency,
with the tools to engage the battle of ideas and to help generate the ‘New York
dissent’ to the economists purveying the Washington Consensus (Murphy,
2006: 220–31; Jolly [1999] recounts the meetings in which this ‘battle’
occurred). Neither were the actors unaware that the objective was to change
ideas. Richard Jolly, who led this initiative for UNICEF, explicitly locates it
with reference to J.M. Keynes’ famous dictum about the role of economists’
ideas and to Thomas Kuhn’s approach to paradigm shifts (Jolly, 1999: 1808).
In these early years, ideas about ‘adjustment with a human face’ involved more
a recalibration of the neoliberal position than a full-blown alternative.
Nonetheless, with their diffusion the terms of debate and of engagement
changed, within UN and other agencies and within civil society.

The fact that UNICEF was leading the charge had a secondary but important
consequence for the political space within which the social investment perspec-
tive emerged. Critics of the macro-economic focus and lack of concern about
distribution and social justice of the Bretton Woods agencies found themselves
drawn to the political space created by UNICEF as well as the Economic
Commission on Africa (much of this battle of ideas dealt with the African case)
(see Murphy, 2006: 220ff.). As they entered this space they were obliged to
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speak from UNICEF’s mandate. This meant focusing on the consequences
of macro-economic adjustment for children. This obligation led, for example,
a long-standing left-wing political economist and expert on Africa like G.K.
Helleiner to write a position paper in 1984 that would allow UNICEF to
stand up to the IMF entitled: ‘IMF Adjustment Policies and Approaches and
the Needs of Children’.15 With UNICEF in the lead, increased attention to
the needs of children as the beneficiaries of a rejigged Washington Consensus
was foreordained.

Implementation of ‘adjustment with a human face’ also depended upon
neoliberalism’s claims about governance that were embedded in its critiques
of post-1945 social policies and used to justify not only the privatisation of
state services but also their decentralisation. Under neoliberalism ‘the role of
the state shifts from that of “governing” through direct forms of control (hier-
archical governance), to that of “governance”, in which the state must collab-
orate with a wide range of actors in networks that cut across the public, private
and voluntary sectors, and operate across different levels of decision making’
(Newman et al., 2004: 204). Neoliberalism brought, therefore, increasing
enthusiasm for decentralization to local governments and for community
involvement in governance, via non-governmental organizations. This is as
true in Latin America as in Europe.16

This position on governance informed neoliberals’ action around the concept
of social safety nets (SSN) (Reddy, 1998). These were meant to plug the holes
and alleviate the worst effects of structural adjustment. While many critics
made the – correct – point that this ‘social safety net approach’, treated social
policy only as a response to market failure, nonetheless it was a major contri-
bution to the idea that structural adjustment policies had to be tempered by
concern for their consequences for the ‘most vulnerable’.

One of these safety nets was the social investment fund, used by several inter-
national organizations as their preferred policy instrument for addressing
poverty in Latin America. Very much a part of neoliberalism’s arsenal, the first
social investment fund was set up in Bolivia in 1986 (Van Domelen, 2003: 1–2).
They quickly gained popularity with institutions like the World Bank and
IDB because of the relative ease of creation and light bureaucracy (despite the
weak evidence that they achieved their goals) (Lustig, 1997). The governance
advantages of the social investment funds were vaunted as part of the arsenal
to overcome the supposed limits of a too centralized state (IDB, 1998: i).17

Also to be avoided were too powerful ‘interests’, such as unions of traditional
corporatism.18

Despite emerging in neoliberalism, the design of social investment funds
and the other forms of SSN helped enlarge the political space for considering
alternatives to it. While demand was structured by the priorities of the grant-
ing agencies, reliance on local agencies and NGOs created space within which
experiments with alternatives to macro-economic focused development could
be undertaken in a bottom-up way (Van Domelen, 2003: 4).
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In Europe as well discussions of alternatives to TINA also became more
legitimate in the mid-1990s and ideas and practices of governance supported
the working of this mechanism of enlarging space. In Western Europe, there
had always been plenty of partisan space for critics of neoliberalism, on the
political right and the left. However, the criticisms often lacked traction, mak-
ing little headway against the claims of political neoliberalism. Several parti-
san Lefts in European countries struggled to maintain their traditional
arguments, and virtually disappeared in the process. Others reworked their
principles in significant ways, in effect remaking themselves in this process, as
the British Labour Party had done by the mid-1990s, under the influence of
several leaders (Lister, 2003). Similarly, around the institutions of the European
Union, a grouping of policy entrepreneurs, experts, politicians, NGOs and
unions all were working to legitimate the idea that it was necessary to correct
the pro-business bias and neoliberalism of monetary union, a project being
promoted as the one-best-way to create a common economic space
(Hemerijck, 2007; Jenson and Pochet, 2006).

Commitment to decentralized governance also was part of the neoliberal
agenda for Europe as well. In ways similar to Latin America, NGOS and local
authorities gained purchase within the system via the notion of partnerships.
Coupled with neoliberals’ definition of the problem as one of social exclusion,
there was a strong link between ‘the “new geography” of deprivation’ and the
‘new orthodoxy of local partnerships’ identified by Mike Geddes, with the
instruments of governance promoted in this case by the European Union aris-
ing directly from within the space being opened via criticisms of standard
neoliberalism (Geddes, 2000: 783–4).

With respect to Europe, the OECD played in some ways a role similar to
UNICEF for the development community. Rather than focusing on correct-
ing the stance of other agencies (as UNICEF did) the OECD undertook an
autocritique, however. The OECD had been the leader of the ‘welfare as a burden’
position. At its 1980 conference on the welfare state in crisis, the organization
had begun diffusing the idea among its membership and within policy commu-
nities that ‘social policy in many countries creates obstacles to growth’ (cited
in Deacon et al., 1997: 71). By the mid-1990s, however, concerns about stability
and the limits of structural adjustment, in the OECD and elsewhere, bubbled
up in the idea sets of OECD experts and officials. Social cohesion became a
key word in policy discussion, and warnings appeared of the need to balance
attention to economic restructuring with caution about societal cohesion, in
order to sustain that very restructuring (Jenson, 1998: 3, 5).

The discursive focus on social exclusion and inclusion mushroomed, and
was often expressed as a problem of child poverty as UNICEF weighed into
the debate. The agency contributed to social learning via its detailed and com-
parative analyses of countries’ situations, both in the global South and increas-
ingly in the rich nations. UNICEF’s Innocenti Centre published its first report
on causes and consequences of child poverty in the USA in 1990, and its
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research programme generated important publications (with large cross-national
comparative data sets) by the end of the decade focused on rich countries (see
for example UNICEF, 2000).

This first mechanism of enlarging the political space led to questioning
straightforward macro-economic prescriptions and practices for both Latin
America and Europe. But the space opened up was filled by a cacophony of
voices. Neoliberals by no means simply gave up, and the diagnosis of ‘lack of
sufficient markets’ kept many adherents. This enlarged space, moreover, was
not a simple dualistic one. There was no simple stand-off either between two
sets of ideas or two sets of international organizations: ‘the intellectual map of
the global discourse on social welfare is more complicated than is suggested by
the simple European social market (ILO) versus US liberalism (World Bank,
IMF) dichotomy’ (Deacon, 2000: 8). Nonetheless, while opening political
space delegitimized TINA, the mechanism cannot by itself account for the
emergence of a social investment perspective. A second and relational mecha-
nism comes into play to answer the question: why settle on social investment?

Polysemic Discourse: A Cognitive Mechanism

Policy conflict about the way forward for social policy characterized the crucial
middle years of the 1990s in and across national and institutional institutions
(Porter and Craig, 2004; for useful overviews see Deacon, 2000; Murphy,
2006). A cognitive mechanism was at work, as perceptions of policy challenges
shifted and possible solutions were reinterpreted. But, as we will describe,
there was no consensus on a single meaning of social investment. It is this poly-
semic character that increased its diffusion.

Analyses within the social-learning theoretical perspective have long under-
stood the contribution of ambiguity to altering connections among people,
groups and networks. They often note that the ideas that spread most are ones
that can draw together numerous positions and sustain a moderate to high
level of ambiguity. One of the classic and earliest studies of diffusion made this
point: ‘To be Keynesian bespoke a general posture rather than a specific creed.
Indeed the very ambiguity of Keynesian ideas enhanced their power in the
political sphere. By reading slightly different emphases into these ideas, an
otherwise disparate set of groups could unite under the same banner’ (Hall,
1989: 367). More recently and also focusing on diffusion of ideational ele-
ments, Desmond McNeill (2006: 335) designates as ‘an idea’ what Paul Bernard
(1999) calls a ‘quasi-concept’. For both the notion is that some ‘ideas’ have a
dual status. They have scientific legitimacy, often having been generated by
academic research, but they also provide a common-sense meaning open to
multiple interpretations. Social investment is one such quasi-concept.

As described earlier, the term ‘social investment’ appeared in the develop-
ment discourse in the 1980s, first as a minor instrument – the social investment
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fund – invented to respond to unanticipated shocks and then to correct certain
effects of structural adjustment. The choice of the term reflects the supply-
side orientation of the Banks and other bodies that promoted the instrument.
Among economists and those familiar with markets, ‘investments’ will always
appear in a more positive light than will other instruments, such as ‘emer-
gency transfers’.19 The social investment perspective retains a supply-side
focus, but adds the notion that lack of access to services (including education)
can hinder adequate supply.

As the OECD moved away from its classic neoliberalism it became one of
the first institutional promoters of the notion of social investment for Europe
and elsewhere. Many more institutions than the OECD considered social
investment of course, but that international organization gave it an early
boost as an approach to ‘modernization’ of social policy. Ambiguous in its
simultaneous backward and forward gaze, the term was useful for the OECD
both to refer back to neoliberals’ preference for markets as decision locales
and to make claims for new spending, all the while allowing a distinction to be
made between the ‘bad old days’ of social protection and promising future of
social investment. Orientations adopted in a 1992 ministerial conference
included the premise that ‘non-inflationary growth of output and jobs, and
political and social stability are enhanced by the role of social expenditures as
investments in society’ (cited in Deacon et al., 1997: 71). This position led to
the argument that there was a need to spend rather than simply cut back in the
social realm. The 1996 high-level conference, Beyond 2000: TheNew Social Policy
Agenda, concluded with a call for a ‘social investment approach for a future wel-
fare state.’ OECD experts immediately began diffusing a social investment
argument structured in now familiar terms: ‘Today’s labour-market, social,
macro-economic and demographic realities look starkly different from those
prevailing when the welfare state was constructed … Social expenditure must
move towards underwriting social investment, helping recipients to get re-
established in the labour market and society, instead of merely ensuring that
failure to do so does not result in destitution’ (Pearson and Scherer, 1997: 6, 9).

This version of the social investment perspective is, of course, very differ-
ent from the notion of emergency relief that had generated the first social
investment funds in Bolivia and then around Latin America. Yet, despite this
difference, they share the vision of the need for long-term investments and
spending for the future.20 Neither is this perspective simply an anti-poverty
measure; social investments are for the middle-class too. It is an understand-
ing of public interventions, in other words, that rallies those who want social
policy to focus on education, including early childhood education, on train-
ing, and on making work pay as well as those who are concerned about child
poverty. Following the OECD’s key notion that social spending is not a bur-
den but an investment in economic growth, the European Union could
quickly move towards its own version, describing social policy as a productive factor
under the Dutch Presidency of 1997 (Hemerijck, 2007: 2).
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Intellectuals from a variety of milieus became the promoters of the social
investment perspective, including its child-centred focus. Their contribution
was often to expand the ambiguity of the concept further. Perhaps the
best-known intellectual promoting social investment in the European context
and in terms very similar to those already developed by the OECD in the mid-
1990s is Gøsta Esping-Andersen. For him, a real ‘child-centred social invest-
ment strategy’ is what the Nordic welfare states have been doing, and is done
best there (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002: 51). This strategy is essentially one
to ensure ‘social inclusion and a competitive knowledge economy’ via activa-
tion, making work pay and reducing workless households, the need for all of
which are included in the chapter on child-centred social investment (Esping-
Andersen et al., 2002: 26–67).

His notions of social investment are quite different from those of another
well-known European intellectual, Anthony Giddens (1998), who called in
the mid-1990s for a ‘social investment state’ that would invest in human and
social capital. His formulations were close to those of Tony Blair’s New
Labour, which frequently described its actions as being social investments
(Lister, 2003). In other words, Giddens’ use of the idea of social investment
was more supply-side oriented and more limited in its proposed interventions
than were Esping-Andersen’s proposals. It is not surprising, therefore, that the
latter is critical of New Labour and calls instead for his own ‘truly effective
and sustainable social investment strategy … biased towards preventive pol-
icy’ (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002: 5). We see, in other words, not only a bat-
tle between two well-known intellectuals struggling for policy influence but
also the range and ambiguity of the notion. Policy communities could appeal
to one version or the other or even combine the two, as the European Union
did in its preparations for the renewal of the Lisbon strategy between 2006
and 2008 (Jenson, 2008).

At the same time as social investment was making headway in Europe and
Europe-centric organizations like the OECD, it was also being extended in
Latin America. It was applied to slightly different economic ends but con-
tained the familiar future orientation and focus on children and human capital.
In addition to the examples given in the first section of this article, we can use
that of the IDB. This agency focused on child-centred social investment to
achieve its development goals in Latin America. It sought to nudge its social
development communities towards investing in children by promoting the
need for Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) programming.21

For the IDB, ECCD was part of a development strategy (hence the adjust-
ment of the name), although the 1996 materials justifying ‘why invest in early
childhood care and development’ deployed exactly the same arguments and
cited the same social facts and the same experts that their counterparts in
Europe were using at the time: invest now for future pay-offs; prevent failure
rather than compensating for it, and so on.22 Then in 2004 its social development
section also published Escaping the Poverty Trap: Investing in Children in Latin
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America with a chapter by Amartya Sen entitled ‘Investing in Childhood.’ Sen
used his capabilities approach in this analysis and asserts that ‘ … the ultimate
and common goal is to improve young children’s capacity to develop and
learn’, while the first instrument he identifies is ‘empowering parents’
(Morán, 2004: 63, 64).

As these examples, and they are only examples, of intellectuals within pol-
icy communities working and reworking the notion of social investment show,
the concept is polysemic and can be used in a variety of policy directions. A
wide range of epistemic communities have been able to deploy the notion
because it has the flexible qualities of a quasi-concept. It has scientific cre-
dentials but also a common-sense meaning. Moreover, both the scientific and
common-sense versions are open to multiple meanings. Sometimes the focus
has been on children, and their parents’ needs have been quite secondary.23

Other times, investing in children was proposed as a way to help parents; get-
ting them into the labour force or empowering parents were the key objec-
tives. Sometimes the best investments were human capital expenditures and
other times health and social justice or even gender equity came to the fore.
This cognitive mechanism of polysemic discourse helped rally a range of
actors and networks in the process of diffusion.

But more was still needed. As we have seen, neither the patterns of scien-
tific nor common-sense usage follow geography. The promotion of invest-
ments in early childhood education appeared simultaneously in Europe and
Latin America, and in both regions the same arguments about the advantages
of investing in human capital for the future were made, citing often the same
data and experts. In both Europe and Latin America Amartya Sen’s capabili-
ties approach was deployed to support prescriptions for developmental wel-
fare states. Human capital investments were promoted as legitimate forms of
state spending in both regions. Decentralized governance practices were pro-
moted in both Latin America and Europe. Therefore, while the discourse of
social investment has been polysemic, the voices singing their particular ver-
sion of its praises have transgressed the traditional boundaries between ‘devel-
oping’ and industrialized societies. It is the third mechanism at work that has
allowed this to happen.

Boundary Crossing: A Relational Mechanism

Convergence around ideas such as social investment has involved crossing
worlds of knowledge. The third mechanism that underpins the process of dif-
fusion is a relational one; boundary crossing sustains links and alliances across
disparate networks and policy communities. This concept has been developed
by those who study science policy and ‘ … it aims to explain linkages between
different social worlds and the negotiations that are part of what appears
objective and value-free codified knowledge’ (St Clair, 2006: 64). The mechanism
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of polysemic discourse had made social investment into a classic boundary
object: ‘ … both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the
several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common
identity across sites. These boundary objects allow members of different com-
munities to work together around them, and yet maintain their disparate
identities’ (St Clair, 2006: 65). The concept of boundary work can be adopted
and adapted here, in order to highlight three types of boundary crossings that
have occurred as the notion of social investment has been diffused.

First, there has been the classic movement across the border of universities
and political organizations. International organizations as well national policy
communities rely on university-based analysts to help develop their arguments
and provide extra legitimacy to them. As the constructivist and other literature
has documented, economists and their theoretical and methodological tools
frequently predominate (Dobbin et al., 2007: 452). As the Washington
Consensus began to unravel, so too did the acceptance of the scientific cre-
dentials of certain economists. Moisés Naím (1999) recounts the disputes
among economists in Washington and elite American universities about what
should be done in light of the financial crises of the mid-1990s. As we have
seen, in the ‘battle of ideas’ about structural adjustment and its effects,
UNICEF both mobilized university-based development experts like G.K.
Helleiner and moved to arm itself with the quantitative data that would permit
it to make claims in the economistic world of the IMF (Jolly, 1999: 1809). The
United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) set up
a research programme on Social Policy in a Development Context with the stated
objective to ‘move [thinking] away from social policy as a safety net ... towards
a conception of active social policy as a powerful instrument for development
working in tandem with economic policy’ (cited in Deacon, 2005: 22), and to
do so it has utilized the services of large numbers of social scientists, sociolo-
gists and political scientists as well as economists. The OECD and European
Union have also called upon a relatively limited set of academics to comment
on welfare state reform, and therefore there are appearances and reappear-
ances across the institutions by the same experts. The experts mobilized by
national – and increasingly local – governments are too numerous to mention.
As these academically-based experts intervene – usually at the behest of the
institutions – they capture and systematize as much as they invent conceptualiza-
tions that can then be deployed more broadly within the institutions.

A second form of boundary crossing that allowed ideas to diffuse in unfa-
miliar circuits was the breakdown of the uniqueness of ‘development eco-
nomics’. ‘One of the undoubted historical contributions of the Washington
Consensus is that it marked the end of the de-coupling between development
economics and mainstream economics that had gathered steam since the
1970s’ (Naím, 1999). Neoliberals rejected the post-1945 stance that there was
an economics for the ‘developed world’ – most often defined as Keynesian – and
one for the ‘developing world’ – most often focused on import substitution
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industrialization. This breakdown of a boundary allowed the two worlds, each
with its ‘economic-technocratic nexus’ (McNeill, 2006: 346), to begin to
merge, and the separate literatures that drove ‘development studies’ and ‘policy
analysis’ began to overlap.

It was not only hardcore neoliberals who drove this boundary crossing,
however. Within organizations as well as across them, boundaries blurred. As
already noted, UNICEF focused it exposés of ‘child poverty’ on Europe and
North America as well as on poor children in the global South. The 1995
Copenhagen Summit on Social Development, a key step toward the Millennium
Development Goals, presented its declaration as a response to ‘profound
social problems, especially poverty, unemployment and social exclusion, that
affect every country’, in this way promoting a social development and social
investment perspective that applied to the North as well as the global South.24

Within the OECD, learning across units was taking place: the OECD official
responsible for drafting the new orientations for social policy in the early
1990s was ‘learning perhaps from parallel work of the OECD Development
Centre which, in its review of the dynamic South East Asian economies con-
cluded that “limited but effective action by the state … [has led to] … rapid
return to growth”’ (Deacon et al., 1997: 71).

An additional factor that encouraged this cognitive mechanism of boundary
crossing between the ‘first’ and ‘third’ worlds was the collapse of the ‘second’
world. After 1989 numerous agencies turned their attention to the situation
of the former Soviet bloc, seeking prescriptions for its integration into global
capitalism and liberal democracy. The hybrid character of that region chal-
lenged the standard distinction between development and mainstream economics
as well as the paradigms of the other social sciences.

Finally, the third form of boundary crossing was the creation of new and
larger coalitions of institutions and NGOs and other actors in their orbit.
This blurring of boundaries is most familiar in the European Union, which as
an institutional complex of 27 member states has the explicit mission of, if not
harmonizing social policy practices, certainly fostering coordination by
exchanging best practices. While member state governments maintain their
room for manoeuvre, ideas about social problems and solutions, including
elements of the social investment perspective, are moving rapidly from place
to place, and from level to level. As described above, there was also the cre-
ation of a coalition around an anti-poverty paradigm that included actors
from several UN agencies, the World Bank, national governments and the
OECD (Deacon, 2005; Noël, 2006). A third example comes from NGOs,
which maintain broad-based contacts across regions. These are too numerous
to describe but one that is particularly relevant for the spread of the social
investment perspective is the Progressive Governance Summits, in existence
since 1999. Membership includes Chile and Uruguay, with Brazil partially
integrated. It has an ongoing focus on social policy, social cohesion, and
investing in children.25
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Concluding Remarks

This article makes two contributions to analyses of global social policy. The
first is to document the evidence for cross-regional convergence around a new
perspective on social policy. Sometimes termed a time of post-Washington
Consensus and sometimes ‘after neoliberalism’, the years since the mid-1990s
have seen national governments and international organizations as well as the
European Union moving towards what has been termed here the social invest-
ment perspective. This approach to social policy is oriented towards the
medium- and long-term future, making it child-focused and committed to
using human capital investments by states as well as families to prepare for the
future knowledge-based economy. Within the logic of this perspective, social
policy has other objectives than social protection; it should avoid ‘spending to
insure against misfortune’ but be willing to make ‘investments’ that will increase
capabilities. The vision of employment that informs it recognizes that ‘infor-
malization’ of the labour market will characterize the future rather than the sta-
ble and often industrial employment that was the expectation in the years after
1945. While other analyses have followed the story within regions, this article
shows that there was convergence across Latin America and Europe. Moreover,
the direction of movement was by no means only from the second to the first.

The second contribution is to identify three social mechanisms that allowed
the diffusion of this social policy perspective across two very different regions
of the globe. One mechanism – creation of space for alternatives – operated
primarily in the heyday of neoliberalism. The second was particular to the
social investment perspective itself. The polysemic discourse of social invest-
ment, like Keynesianism before it, allowed it to penetrate numerous net-
works, carried by the many intellectuals working within and alongside national
governments and international agencies. Third, the social investment per-
spective could spread across two quite different regions of the world and speak
to their needs because borders of difference had been broken down. Boundary
crossing as a relational mechanism depended on the shifts in the contours of
scientific disciplines (the breakdown of distinctions within the economics pro-
fession) as well as the expansion of cross-regional networks of political
exchange among NGOs and governments.

It is, or course, impossible to say whether these prescriptions for after
neoliberalism will ever achieve hegemony or even longevity. Enduring change
is recognizable only after the fact. Nonetheless, characterization of the ongo-
ing process will help to sort through some of the cacophony that continues to
characterize the world of global social policy.
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notes

1. Of course the described convergence might have been the product of simultane-
ous but autonomous ideational change. Each region (and each country) might
have invented the social investment perspective independently. This option,
while logically possible, seems not very probable, however, given the degree of
similarity in ideas and even some instruments.

2. Literature addressing ideas and politics is now large. Much of it is concerned to
weight ideational factors with respect to other potential explanatory factors, sum-
marized sometimes as interests or institutions and sometimes as material factors.
The puzzles identified are often ‘how much do ideas matter’ or ‘how do ideas
exert effects’ in public policy (see for example Campbell, 2004: 90–123;
Margheritis and Pereira, 2007). These are not the issues addressed in this article.

3. For a discussion of the advantages of a social investment perspective modelled on
the practices of Nordic social democracy see, among others, Esping-Andersen et al.
(2002). For a discussion of the perspective in liberal welfare regimes see, among
others, Dobrowolsky and Jenson (2005) and Lister (2003).

4. See Deacon (2005: 20–1) on the predominance of the safety net position under
neoliberalism.

5. Francis Castles’ detailed quantitative data analysis of the original OECD coun-
tries documents that this was more redesign than cutbacks. Spending levels
were stable (Castles, 2005: 414–19). In Latin America in the late 1980s state
spending did decline significantly, but then it rose again (Draibe and Riesco,
2007: 48, 104–9).

6. Decreto Supremo No 029–2007-PCM, 30 March 2007.
7. http://www.oecd.org/document/47/0,3343,en_2649_34487_34668207_1_1_1_1,00.

html, accessed 10 April 2009.
8. The social investment perspective deploys ideas about social exclusion that are

often in line with Amaryta Sen’s (2000) notion of capabilities. See for example
ECLAC (2007) (which has a chapter entitled ‘Opportunities, capabilities and pro-
tection’), the World Development Report 2007 (which has a chapter entitled
‘Opportunities, capabilities, second chances), the IDB (2007: 5) (which describes
its analysis of social exclusion as ‘following Sen’), and the European Union which
used the language of capabilities in its ‘stocktaking’ process in 2007 (European
Commission, 2007) that led to the Renewed Social Agenda in July 2008 (European
Commission, 2008). See also Porter and Craig (2004: 392).

9. See http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=102&langId=en, accessed 10 April
2009.

10. From 1999 to 2003 it was called the Working Families Tax Credit.
11. For the integrated guidelines see http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/cha/c11323. htm

and the Renewed Social Agenda (COM [2008] 412 final) see http://ec.europa.eu/
social/main.jsp?catId=547&langId=en, accessed 10 April 2009. For a more
detailed presentation of the European Union’s reliance on the social investment
perspective and including the human capital focus see Jenson (2008).

12. See the Building Bridges project, and particularly Building Bridges II: The
Importance of Human Capital for Growth and Social Inclusion, issued in March 2008
on http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/social_bridges_ii.htm, accessed 10 April 2009.
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13. For an inventory of World Bank programmes, the vast majority of which were
implemented after 1996, see Akimushkina (n.d.: 7–12).

14. For another overview see Busch and Jörgens (2005), in which diffusion is one of
three possible processes leading to convergence.

15. Published for the first time in 1999, this 1984 paper was written to allow UNICEF
to engage with the IMF. For the details see Helleiner et al. (1999: 1823).

16. On Latin America, for the neoliberal period Yashar (1999: 86) and Schild (2000).
For the continuation of this decentralization see Marques-Pereira (2007). On
Europe see Geddes (2000).

17. Reddy (1998: 9) describes the ways social funds, including social investment
funds, could bypass ministries or ‘put them on notice’ of the need for improve-
ment in service delivery.

18. See the long quote provided by Deacon (1997: 69) from the 1994 book, Safety
Nets, Politics, and the Poor, written by Carole Graham, a former Vice-President of
the World Bank: ‘Rather than focus their efforts on organized interest groups –
such as public sector unions – which have a great deal to lose in the process of
reform, governments might better concentrate their efforts on poor groups that
have rarely, if ever, received benefits from the state’. For a critical assessment see
Schild (2000).

19. The particular role of economists in shaping ideas and influencing their transfer
has been studied for decades. See the literature cited in Dobbin et al. (2007: 452–
3) and St Clair (2006).

20. As one of the three SSN policy instruments, social investment funds (more than
emergency social funds) had a long-term orientation and therefore ‘a greater con-
cern for the development of “social infrastructure” including human capabilities’
(Reddy, 1998: 20).

21. This initiative by the IDB was exactly simultaneous with the OECD’s move into
the early childhood field, launched by the Education Committee in 1996. See
http://www.oecd.org/document/3/0,3343,en_2649_39263231_27000067_1_1_1_
1,00.html, accessed 10 April 2009.

22. The IDB materials are at http://www.iadb.org/sds/soc/eccd/1START.html,
accessed 10 April 2009. On the European, particularly British arguments, about
investing in children also being deployed at the time see Dobrowolsky and Saint-
Martin (2005).

23. For example, in her overview of childcare programmes, Akimushkina (n.d.: 17)
describes Chile’s programmes as focusing more on children than on parents. She
recommends a rebalancing so that parents will be able to balance employment
and childcare responsibilities.

24. For the documents of the World Summit for Social Development see:
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/wssd, accessed 10 April 2009.

25. For reports of the 2008 Summit, hosted by Gordon Brown, and at which Brazil’s
president participated by video, see: http://www.policy-network.net/events/
events.aspx?id=2114, accessed 10 April 2009. For the 2009 meeting, hosted by
Michelle Bachelet in Chile see http://pgc09.wordpress.com, accessed 10 April 2009.
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résumé

La diffusion d’idées pour l’après-néolibéralisme: la perspective
d’investissement social en Europe et Amérique latine

Au milieu des années 90, le néolibéralisme avait commencé à atteindre ses limites
économiques, sociales et politiques. Les responsables de la politique sociale à niveau
international, national et bien sous-national en Amérique latine et Europe ont com-
mencé à converger sur des nouvelles idées dans le domaine de la politique sociale, car-
actérisées ici comme la perspective d’investissement social. La première partie de cet
article documente cette convergence dans deux régions. La deuxième partie identifie
trois mécanismes sociaux qui soutenaient cette convergence. Le premier mécanisme a
commencé sousle néolibéralisme, et consistait à ouvrir de l’espace pour des alternatives
légitimes. Le deuxième était le caractère polysémique de l’investissement social comme
quasi-concept qui pourrait pénétrer et lier de nombreuses communautés de politique.
Le troisième était la traversée de frontières, lorsque les distinctions qui avaient séparées
l’analyse de l’action dans les deux régions diminuaient.

resumen

Difundiendo ideas para la época después del neoliberalismo: la
perspectiva de inversión social en Europa y América Latina

A mediados de los años 90 el neoliberalismo había empezado a llegar a sus límites
económicos, sociales y políticos. Los encargados de la política social, a nivel internacional,
nacional y hasta sub-nacional en América Latina y Europa, empezaron a considerar
nuevas ideas en la formulación de la política social, caracterizada aquí como la perspectiva
de inversión social. La primera parte del presente documento muestra esta convergen-
cia en dos regiones. La segunda parte identifica tres mecanismos sociales que apoyaron
esta convergencia. El primer mecanismo empezó durante el apogeo del neoliberalismo, y
se trató de abrir espacio para las alternativas legítimas. El segundo fue el carácter polisémico
de la inversión social como cuasi-concepto que podría penetrar y conectar varias comu-
nidades de política. El tercero fue la travesía de fronteras, cuando las distinciones que
habían separado el análisis y la actuación en las dos regiones empezaron a desaparecer.
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