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Participation 
and concertation 
in social policies 

Carlos Franco* 

The author of this article contends that, as a conse
quence of the debt crisis, macroeconomic goals and 
social goals have become relatively dissociated from 
one another and that the latter have tended to be 
reduced to the provision of special attention to the 
needs of the poorest groups in the population. 

On the other hand, in the various instances of 
concertation within the region, emphasis has been 
placed on reaching agreement with different types of 
organizations that are, to some degree, integrated 
into the economic structure. However, the economic 
situation and, more specifically, the form of adjust
ment that has been chosen hinder the materializa
tion and continuat ion of such concertation 
initiatives. 

The author goes on to discuss the incompatibil
ity between a substantive form of social development 
and a fall in the product and suggests that there ¡s a 
need for a re-examination of the relationship 
between economic and social policies and the corres
ponding division of labour among State bodies. In 
pursuing this line of thought, one promising concept 
is that of the association between the growth of the 
product and the satisfaction of the basic needs of the 
population. 

•Researcher of the Centre for Development and Par
ticipation Studies (CEDEP) and ECLAC Consultant. 

Within the framework of the more general con
cept of development in Latin America, it is inter
esting to observe the way in which the 
approaches taken to the issues of basic needs and 
social policies have changed. Indeed, each new 
view of regional development brings with it a 
change in the relationships between the econ
omy and basic needs, as well as a shift in the way 
economic policies and social policies are ranked. 

I 

Views of development and 
social policies 

Up until the late 1950s, a basically economic 
concept of the industrialization or "moderniza
tion" process in the countries of the region pre
vailed which, explicitly or implicit ly, 
characterized the satisfaction of the basic needs 
of the population as some sort of natural by
product of economic growth and, for that reason, 
social policies were regarded as being subordi
nated to production policies. 

In the 1960s and early 1970s, however, the 
normative views of development which arose 
modified, at least at the level of theory, the 
relationships between economic growth and 
basic needs in such a way as to make them equal 
in importance and complementary in terms of 
policies for their management. The ramifica
tions of this change were not confined to the 
equalization (in word rather than in deed) of 
economic development and social development 
in terms of their priority, but also gave rise to a 
process whereby social problems and policies 
began to be seen as separate elements of devel
opment. In other words, whether due to the 
experience of those years or to the re-thinking of 
development approaches, it began to be under
stood that social problems are not natural by
products of economic problems, but rather that 
they have an identity of their own which is 
affected by a multitude of economic and extra-
economic (i.e., political, cultural, psycho-social 
and historical) processes. Precisely for this rea
son, even though social policies continued to be 
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linked to economic policies, their independent 
identity and specificity began to be recognized. 

In the 1980s, the approach taken to develop
ment and to the relationships between economic 
and social problems and policies has changed 
markedly. A pessimistic view of the present and 
immediate future of the region, which purports 
to be realistic and to be based on an "objective" 
perception of the effects of the crisis and of the 
failure of some of the national States' expansion
ary and redistributive policies, has turned the 
word "adjustment" into an ambiguous term that 
may refer to either the economic recession or 
"healthy" growth. Both meanings of the word, 
although they differ in their application of cer
tain kinds of short-term policies, reflect a belief 
in the "inevitability" of a drop in the product or 
the "necessity" of more or less mediocre eco
nomic growth rates. In this context, the renunci
ation of certain types (or all types, in some cases) 
of economic growth is coupled with a reassess
ment of the importance attributed to social prob
lems and policies and a reconsideration of their 
relationship to economic problems and policies. 

In fact, for several years now the belief has 
been expressed that certain significant social 
goals can be reached in spite of the economic 
recession or the distressingly slow growth of the 
regional product. This point of view is diametri
cally opposed to that of the preceding decades. 
While the approach taken in the 1960s charac
terized social goals as secondary offshots of eco
nomic goals and while the two were viewed as 
being complementary in the 1970s, now, in the 
1980s, social goals (at least some of the most 
significant ones) have become relatively disso
ciated from overall economic goals.and, as is also 
true of the social policies that make them possi
ble, have become almost entirely independent 
issues ... in the realm of theory. 

It is not our purpose here to discuss the value 
assumptions of this concept, the nature of the 
diagnostic analysis that underlies it, or the coher
ence of the view it entails of the relationships 
between social and economic policies, much less 
to make value judgments about its political 
meaning. Instead, we are more concerned with 
considering how this approach is thought to 
make the achievement of certain social goals 
possible within a situation of flagging 
production. 

1. The political will of the 
region's governments 

According to this perspective, the achievement 
of certain social goals in a context of flagging 
production requires what is referred to as "the 
political will of the governments of the region", 
an expression that apparently alludes to the rela
tions between governments and social groups 
living in conditions of critical poverty. At one 
level, it refers to the contents of speeches, plans, 
policies, programmes, instruments, and 
amounts and uses of resources, which are or 
could be defined by the governments, as they 
relate to the disadvantaged social groups within 
society and to how they are judged, on the basis 
of their technical relevance or political appropri
ateness, by the national and international groups 
or institutions advocating social development. 
At another level, this concept seems to refer to 
the quality of the politico-institutional relation
ship between the State and these social groups, 
based on what has been called a special concern 
for the poorest sectors. Certainly, these two lev
els, that of the content of public plans and that of 
the politico-institutional relationship, are 
regarded as being complementary and, hence, as 
forceful expressions of the "political will of the 
governments". In this sense, then, "political will 
of the governments" and "special concern for 
the poorest groups" are equivalent or, at least, 
related concepts, in that the latter specifies the 
meaning of the former by identifying its social 
referent. 

The term "special", however, has an undeni
ably comparative connotation; it implies that 
when the State is faced with competing demands 
for public resources and the use of power by 
different social groups or classes, it will choose to 
allocate a greater share of such resources to the 
satisfaction of the needs of the poorest social 
groups. As is obvious, this can only happen if the 
two have a special socio-political relationship 
which takes precedence over the State's relation
ship with other social groups or classes or with 
the institutions representing them. Naturally, 
the extent of the difference in the amount of 
attention the State devotes to the various social 
interests will depend, all other things being 
equal, on the amount of resources at its com
mand. If they are abundant, then the State can 
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combine a special concern for the poorest groups 
or a special relationship to them with a lesser, 
but still significant, amount of attention to the 
more affluent social groups. Conversely, if 
resources are scarce, then it is more probable 
that in order to devote special attention to the 
poorest groups, the State will have to signifi
cantly reduce the resources it allocates to the 
more prosperous social groups and its relation
ships with them. 

2. Participatory policies 

In Peru, as in other countries of the region, the 
expression of the political will of the State to 
give the interests of the poor or marginal social 
groups a special status was embodied, in past 
decades, in what are referred to as participatory 
policies or strategies. National differences or 
specific conditions aside, these policies were 
understood as involving the following: political 
action aimed at promoting the organization of 
mobilization of underprivileged social groups; 
allocating economic and political resources to 
the satisfaction of their basic needs; opening up 
mechanisms for participation by such groups in 
local government at the community level; organ
izing community programmes for joint manage
ment in the fields of health, education, housing 
and employment; or, as in the Peruvian case, 
reforming the system of ownership in agricul
ture and industry in order to make it more 
equitable. 

We are not concerned here with evaluating 
the successes, problems and failures of past 
experiences with participation at the grassroots 
level. It is of interest, however, that such partici
patory policies were preceded or initially accom
panied by expansionary economic cycles in the 
domestic markets in question and by a growing 
inflow of external resources from the interna
tional economy. It should also be noted that the 
gradual or abrupt elimination of such policies 
was preceded or accompanied by the beginning 
of recessionary cycles in these national econo
mies and by the crisis in the international 
economy. 

It should be stressed that these expansionary 
economic cycles and the inflow of external 
resources had, inter alia, two specific effects on 

such participatory policies: firstly, they increased 
the amount of resources available to reformist 
States for use in attending to the needs of poor 
groups; secondly, they minimized or rendered 
manageable the opposition or reservations 
expressed in relation to these policies by indus
trial, financial, commercial and professional 
groups and, in certain cases, by trade unions. 
Thus, the expansionary economic cycle permit
ted the coexistence, at least in Peru, of priority 
State participatory policies with less, although 
still significant, State attention to the so-called 
intermediate organizations belonging to the 
national power structure. 

Especially in the Peruvian case, the most 
forceful formulations of the participatory 
approach in the late 1960s and early 1970s were 
basically concerned with, or made explicit refer
ence to, the relationship between two socio
political entities: the State and organizations of 
marginal' groups (especially of peasant and 
informal urban sectors, as well as the union 
movement). In this sense, the expression "grass
roots participation" signified a special relation
ship between these two socio-political entities 
which dominated or subordinated, at least at the 
theoretical level, the State's relations with entre
preneurial and professional associations and 
political parties. Moreover, the prevailing theor
ies held that participation-oriented States should 
establish a direct link, or one involving as little 
intermediation as possible, with grassroots 
social organizations and that, in order for this to 
be done, it was necessary to bypass or circumvent 
the "intermediate" institutions whose interests 
were judged to be external, competitive or 
opposed to the interests of lower-income social 
groups. 

In practice, the interests of the institutional 
organizations belonging to the modern economy 
and the power structure were considered and 
satisfied relatively fully, but the advocates of the 
participatory orientation attempted to bypass or 
devalue them in favour of the State's special 
relationship with grassroots social organiza
tions. The political consequences of this 
approach were the reluctance or refusal of the 
established groups and institutions within the 
economic and political system to regard the 
interests of the poorest groups as legitimate or 
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to agree to share the attention, resources and 
power of the State. Hence, the hypotheses for
mulated by the advocates of participatory poli
cies concerning the behaviour of the 
intermediate organizations within the system 
acted much like a self-fulfilling prophesy and 
were thus ultimately borne out. In other words, 
the political reactions of the strongest industrial, 

The examination of the experiences left many 
people with the impression that there was a 
need for a critical review of and theoretical 
improvement upon these participatory 
approaches. They began by questioning the 
desirability of confining the participatory 
approach to the relationship between the State 
and grassroots social organizations and by 
asserting that its coverage should be broadened 
to include the presence, interests and relations 
with the State of all social groups and represen
tative organizations within the society. They 
then went on to argue that the allocation of 
public resources for the achievement of social 
goals, as well as social policies themselves, 
should be justified or rationalized in keeping 
with short-term economic policies. Finally, they 
contended that the relationship between the 
State and low-income groups would not be viable 
in the medium term unless it was protected by a 
network of political relations between the State 
and the organizations forming part of the mod
ern economy and the power structure and by a 
progressively stronger commitment on the part 
of these organizations to meeting the basic needs 
of the population. Thus, the subject of grassroots 
participation gradually became a secondary issue 
in the ongoing intellectual and political debate as 
it gave way to a new topic —the concept of 
concertation— which, since the late 1970s, has 
become a question of increasing interest to social 
scientists, politicians and public officials in the 
region. 

A review of the few national experiences 
with concertation, starting with that of Vene-

commercial, financial, professional and even 
trade-union organizations ranged from distrust 
to rejection of participatory policies, and they 
ended up by vigorously defending their own 
interests when the close of the expansionary 
economic cycle left the governments' without 
the economic resources they needed in order to 
manage social conflicts. 

zuela and continuing on to the most recent one, 
in Uruguay, as well as of the Spanish experience, 
soon leads to the conclusion that these experien
ces have involved the creation of the political 
conditions for a transition from authoritarian to 
democratic systems. The consensuses formed in 
these cases have basically referred to the rela
tions between civilian governments and armed 
forces, constitutional and institutional guaran
tees for parliamentary and party systems and a 
basic minimum of reforms in the structure of the 
State and in its relationship to the civilian 
society. The Spanish social pact, among others, 
also defined the framework for relations 
between the State and business and labour 
organizations, as well as basic agreements on 
price and wage management. 

If we then go on to examine the concertation 
strategies of the countries of the region, we will 
quickly see that their main components refer to 
short-term economic policies, the regulation of 
prices and wages and the creation of institutional 
frameworks and mechanisms for relations 
among the State, entrepreneurs and the trade-
union movement. In some cases, these strategies 
include medium-term economic plans, constitu
tional reforms or the introduction of new insti
tutional instruments. The point I wish to make 
here is that in none of the cases of which I am 
aware have these experiences and strategies 
centred on the definition of social policies or 
national goals concerning nutrition, a decline in 
infant mortality, primary health care, or pro
grammes on literacy, housing or basic services in 
general. In other words, the interests of the 

II 
On concerted action 
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poorest social groups have not been taken into 
account, at least in any overriding sense, in these 
concertation experiences and strategies. 

If we now look at the works of the region's 
economists, we will soon note the paucity of 
studies or proposals relating to either an econ
omy geared towards the satisfaction of basic 
needs or an economy based on concertation. 
Furthermore, the growing literature on concer
tation produced by the region's social scientists 
in the past decade includes extremely few ana
lyses or specific studies on the links between 
political concertation and basic needs or between 
the real agents of concertation and social 
policies. 

In my judgment, this is no accident, and I 
have two reasons for holding this belief: firstly, 
because the social or political subjects which 
propose or take part in concertation initiatives 
are generally the State, political parties, business 
societies and the trade-union movement, i.e., the 
organizations whose power, interests and 
resources allow them to act directly and inde
pendently in the political scenarios of the region; 
and secondly, because in a context of economic 
recession, insufficient production and a shortage 
of resources, the victors in the political struggle 
to obtain the small economic surplus that exists 
or to avoid paying the costs of the crisis will be 
those agents or interests that are the most pow
erful or the most solidly embedded in the institu
tional fabric. 

The way in which concertation has actually 
evolved therefore indicates that its focus and 
practical expression deserve the criticism made 
of the participatory approach and policies in the 
past decade although certainly in a different 
sense. Whereas the participatory approaches 
devalued the State's relationship with interme
diate organizations or those integrated into the 
modern political and economic structures as a 
means of fostering its special relationship with 
the community-level organizations of the 
lowest-income sectors, the approaches taken to 
concertation have marginated or devalued the 
State's relationship with the latter with a view to 
promoting an exclusive or exclusionary relation
ship between the State and the former. 

An analysis of the above situation also 
reveals, however, that adjustment policies or 
those adopted in response to economic reces
sions tend to: 

a) Erode popular support for the govern
ments of the region or cause the breakdown of 
the implicit social pacts on which their demo
cratic authority and their relatively autonomous 
exercise of power are based; 

b) Reduce the governments' freedom of 
action as regards their functioning, their man
agement of conflicts of interest or their imposi
tion of limits on mounting processes of anomie 
or on social and political violence; 

c) Heighten the inequality of the political 
and representational power of the various social 
groups that are competing for public resources 
and favourable State decisions; 

d) Promote institutional and political disor
ganization within the less powerful social 
groups in the society and reduce their represen
tational capacity for gaining access and inde
pendently expressing their views to the State or 
for pressing for or influencing public decisions 
in their favour; 

e) Eliminate the economic surplus or, in 
other words, the material resource base which 
permitted these States to direct their actions in 
the 1960s and early 1970s towards attending to 
the basic needs of the poorest social groups 
through participatory policies; 

f) Strengthen the privatist, corporativist 
and sectoral tendencies of intermediate organi
zations and impede them from integrating or 
accepting the demands or needs of the poorest 
social groups; 

g) Severely lessen the possibility that con
sensual agreements on social policies will be 
reached among the State, organizations repres
enting interests directly connected with the pol
itical régime, and the poorest social groups. In 
other words, they hinder the State from using a 
combination of participatory policies and con
certed policies in order to promote social 
development. 
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III 

Returning to the approach of the 1980s 

Having identified what seems to be a general 
trend in many of the countries of the region, we 
may now return to one of the initial subjects of 
this discussion, i.e., the possibilities of relaunch
ing significant social policies and goals in econo
mies undergoing recession and adjustment. 

Current trends provide grounds for our scep
ticism about this approach. Even in the midst of 
a crisis and the implementation of adjustment 
policies, we do not deny that it is ethically plausi
ble to propose the achievement of social goals 
and that it may be possible to reduce, in some 
respects, the speed and intensity of the deterio
ration in the living conditions of the poor major
ities in the countries of the region. There is 
certainly no question about that, at least for us. It 
is evident, however, that a discussion of this 
approach is meaningful only if it indicates that 
social policies can be reintroduced in a substan
tive way and that significant social goals, i.e., 
goals having a recognizable impact and cover
age, can be reached. Close examination of cur
rent trends, however, indicates quite the 
opposite. They suggest that a substantive form 
of social development is incompatible with a 
stagnation or decrease in the product and thus 
call for a more careful reconsideration, at the 
theoretical level, of the relationships between 
social and economic policies. An analysis of the 
way that events in the region and concepts about 
its development have evolved shows that the 
approach taken in the 1950s, which charatter-

In those countries in which the crisis has been 
less severe or in which the government has 
maintained its political will in spite of economic 
constraints, it is vital that the content of social 
policies be reformulated. The use of the word 
"reformulation" refers here, firstly to the need to 

ized social development as a natural by-product 
of economic growth, is just as questionable as 
that of the 1980s, in so far as it seems to portray 
social development as being independent of pro
ductive growth or as a form of moral compensa
tion or political rationalization for a resigned 
acceptance of the role assigned to the region's 
national economies in the current world eco
nomic order or of the content of recessionary or 
adjustment policies. 

Nothing said up to this point detracts from 
the importance of the efforts being made to 
cushion the impacts of the crisis on the poorest 
social groups or from that of creative initiatives 
for achieving some minimum goal relating to 
the population's basic needs. The criticism of 
this approach, in its strict sense, does not ignore 
the need to introduce socially selective guidelines 
for the formulation and execution of economic 
"adjustments" for the benefit of the poorest sec
tors of the population. In this respect, when the 
approach in question is dissociated from its most 
ambitious purposes or arguments, it can become 
a source of initiatives for making use of the 
potential resources of society to benefit the poor, 
for incorporating the experiences of grassroots 
organizations into the design and execution of 
social programmes or for making innovations in 
the institutional organization of the State or in 
participatory methodologies for furthering 
human development. 

ensure that the content of these policies is not 
defined exclusively in terms of a combination of 
unmet basic needs (statistically selected by social 
level, geographic scope or age group), quantita-. 
tive objectives or targets (defined solely on the 
basis of the available budgetary allocations), and 

IV 

Reformulating social policies 
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action programmes or instruments (defined 
exclusively by the technical-professional staff or 
the personnel available within the government 
service). 

Any diagnosis of the situation that does not 
consider the specific degree of organization of 
the population to be served, its social practices 
and degree of mobilization, as well as its poten
tial or real resources, does not provide an ade
quate basis for determining either what strategy 
should be used for carrying out social policies or 
what kinds of goals can be reached. 

A similar effect is produced by a failure to 
take into account the orientations, resources, 
organization or power of all the social actors, 
including institutions which are external to the 
poorest social groups but which are directly or 
indirectly involved due to the nature of the goals 
established in accordance with social policies and 
the public or private resources that have been or 
could be mobilized. Any diagnosis that does not 
chart the dynamics of social and political inter
actions does not permit a precise definition of 
the goals, resources, strategy or programmes in 
which public policies are expressed. 

The experience gained in the region over the 
last three decades also indicates that it is neces
sary to broaden the coverage of what we usually 
call social policies. This experience seems to 
show that no social policy can achieve its objec
tives if it does not incorporate, with the greatest 
possible degree of precision, the following ele
ments: strategies and mechanisms for participa
tion at the grassroots level by the target social 
groups; the concertation of the social and politi
cal agents or actors that are a part of the public 
power structure; the decentralization of the 
State and technical-administrative innovation; 
and the prioritization, in spatial as well as in 
social terms, of the actions to be taken. Policies 
of participation, concertation, decentralization 
and spatial prioritization are not distinct from 
social policies and are not, therefore, the respon
sibility of other public sectors or ministries. 
They are essential components of social policies 
as redefined above and their focuses, instru
ments and practical application are indispensa
ble to the achievement of the goals that have 
been outlined. 

It is equally clear that so-called social policies 
cannot be defined on a parallel or sectoral basis 

by ministries which lack institutional channels 
of communication or which are only loosely con
nected by the notoriously unsuccessful mecha
nisms of inter-ministerial co-ordination. In a 
situation where resources are in short supply and 
must therefore be used as efficiently as possible, 
it becomes more necessary than ever to harmon
ize the States' social policies and to define com
mon goals as regards the expenditures to be 
made by public sectors. In reality, a government 
has, or should have, one single social policy, even 
though its administrative execution may be car
ried out by various agencies. Thus, in my opin
ion, it is necessary not only to consider the 
institutional option of integrating all "social" 
ministries by placing them under a single 
authority, but also to agree upon a single social 
budget so that social programmes can be articu
lated or integrated, thereby co-ordinating the 
time frames for their execution, aligning the 
pattern of expenditure and maximizing the 
effectiveness of resource use. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge in respect of 
the design of social policies in the region is the 
redefinition of their relationship to economic 
policy. If in the past these two types of policies 
were regarded as being unrelated to one another, 
it was because the growth of the product and the 
satisfaction of basic needs were assumed to be 
separate spheres of action. This gave rise to the 
State's division of labour, whereby the former 
was the responsibility of the ministries of eco
nomic affairs and production and the latter that 
of the social ministries. In its turn, this division 
of labour led to a division of roles whereby social 
policies were assigned the functions of offset
ting, making up for or rectifying the deviations, 
omissions or errors of economic policy. 

Hence, it is clear that if the style of the 
product's growth is associated with the satisfac
tion of basic needs, then economic policy 
becomes the best tool of social policy or its best 
operational vehicle. In other words, a progres
sive transformation of the profile of the social 
needs to be met, of the composition of produc
tive supply, of patterns of financing, investment, 
employment, distribution and consumption is 
actually the best social policy instrument. Should 
that occur, the present division between eco
nomic policies and social policies would 
disappear. 
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Thus, I believe that there is an alternative 
—one which is forcefully suggested by the nature 
of the current crisis in the countries of the 
region— to an insistence on the compensatory 
role of social policies, whether this is based on 
the continuity of the structural pattern of the 
productive apparatus and the style of growth or 
on the inevitable continuation of financial and 
technological dependence. I am not unaware of 
the problems involved fn bringing about a pro
gressive change in the production structure and 
the style of growth or in a reconfiguration of the 
social and political alliances within each national 
State. However, past failures and those likely to 
occur in coming years, as well as the enormous 
human costs associated with the approach which 
we are calling into question here, indicate that it 
is plausible to consider, at least as a hypothesis, 
the pursuit of other options. 

We are convinced that a broader definition 
of social policies and a redefinition of their lin
kage with economic policies could place the 
countries in a position to increase the economic, 

political and social resources at their command; 
to organize, on a larger scale, the network of 
socio-political interests and alliances upon 
which social policies must be based if they are to 
have continuity over time and be effective in 
terms of action; to ensure a more active form of 
participation on the part of the groups con
cerned; and to achieve a political coverage that 
reflects current experiences. In short, they would 
then be in a position to stimulate the develop
ment of an awareness of the plight of the poorest 
sectors of the region's population and to encour
age concerted public action in their behalf. 

Unless substantive, albeit gradual changes 
are brought about in the international economic 
order, in the socio-political alliances among 
States, in the content of short- and long-term 
policies and in the resources made available by 
an economic, restructural, sustained and selec
tive form of growth in the productive appara
tuses of the countries in the region, it will be 
extremely difficult for these States to meet the 
dramatic social challenges facing them. 
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