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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis highlights the importance of new social risks, welfare 

modernisation, and territorial changes on current welfare states. The interaction 

of these factors, which I have decided to label as “Tris Syndrome”, is 

fundamental pillar of this analysis. In this respect, this work investigates how the 

answer to one of these new risks namely, care for the elderly, has evolved in 

Spain within the context of the evolution of the Spanish welfare state and 

noteworthy transformations of the territorial structure of the country since the 

beginning of the democratic period (mid-70’s) to present.  

More precisely, this work poses the following questions: What factors 

have motivated change in the Spanish system of social services for the elderly, 

in the face of the apparent lack of mobilisation or demand from risk-bearers? 

What spurred the system to undertake radical reform following the authoritarian 

downturn, despite the fact that it is only very recently that care for the elderly 

has started to be defined as a challenge, and has taken a visible, but though 

timid, place on the political agenda? What have been the factors that have 

given voice to this “silent” demand? Why, despite the reforms undertaken, does 

the Spanish system of social (care) services for the elderly show comparatively 

little development in comparison with other countries and other areas of the 

Spanish welfare state?  

In relation to these issues, this thesis argues that the “Tris” has provided in 

Spain a scenario in which policy development has been simultaneously 

facilitated and constrained. It is thus possible to claim that the main push for 

welfare development in the real of policy under scrutiny and the answer to 

related new social risks (i.e. dependency), has mainly been a consequence of 

the will of regional political elites to mark out spaces of power, to achieve 

political and policy consolidation, not to lag behind others, and to solve 

institutional or structural problems in the area under regulation. These changes 

have taken place independently of the recognition of new social risks by 

policy-makers. In addition, when considering why this system and coverage 

among the population remains poorly developed, it is possible to signal the 

constraints posed by institutional factors and the strong influence that past 

policies have had on their development. 
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RESUMEN 
 

Esta tesis pone de relieve la importancia que los nuevos riesgos sociales, 

la modernización de los estados de bienestar y los cambios en las estructuras 

territoriales tienen en los estados de bienestar actuales. La interacción de estos 

tres factores, la cual he denominado como “Síndrome Tris”, pretende ser uno 

de los pilares fundamentales de esta investigación. En este contexto, este 

trabajo analiza el modo en uno de estos nuevos riesgos sociales, la provisión de 

cuidado a las personas mayores, ha evolucionado dentro del marco de la 

evolución del Estado de bienestar español y los importantes cambios 

experimentados por la estructura territorial y política en este país desde el inicio 

del periodo democrático hasta la actualidad. 

Más concretamente, en esta tesis pretende dar respuesta a las 

siguientes preguntas: ¿Cuáles han sido los factores que han motivado los 

cambios en este el sistema español de servicios (de cuidado) para personas 

mayores teniendo en cuenta la falta de una movilización y demanda 

aparente por parte de este grupo o sus familias? ¿Cuáles han sido los motivos 

que han llevado a su transformación a lo largo del periodo democrático si solo 

recientemente el cuidado de las personas mayores ha sido definido como un 

reto y ha tomado un puesto visible en la agenda política? ¿Por qué a pesar de 

estos cambios este sistema presenta un desarrollo inferior en comparación con 

el de otros países y otras áreas del estado de bienestar español?  

En respuesta a estas preguntas, en esta tesis se afirma que el “Tris” ha 

proporcionado en España un escenario en el cual el desarrollo de esta política 

se ha visto por un lado favorecido, pero por otro y por otro coartado. 

Favorecido principalmente por el deseo de las elites políticas regionales a la 

hora de delimitar espacios de poder, alcanzar consolidación políticas y en las 

políticas, no quedarse atrás, y solucionar problemas institucionales o 

estructurales relacionados con esta política. Estos hechos han prevalecido de 

forma independiente al reconocimiento, o no, de nuevos riesgos sociales por 

parte de los actores encargados del diseño de estas políticas. A su vez, en 

respuesta a los motivos por los cuales este sistema muestra un escaso 

desarrollo y cobertura, es posible señalar a las limitaciones impuestas por 

factores de tipo institucional y la fuerte influencia que las políticas anteriores 

han tenido en su desarrollo 
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INTRODUCTION  

  
 

In the last few years, new emerging social needs, labelled as “new social 

risks” (NSRs), associated with social transformations (i.e. increasing female 

labour force participation and reconciliation of work and family life, ageing 

populations or insufficient social security coverage) have emerged and are 

challenging traditional welfare structures. However, those groups facing NSRs 

are highly heterogeneous, do not seem to enjoy much power in the political 

scenario, and must put forward their protection claims in the framework of a 

global economy and overall austerity. 

On the other hand, the social bases of the welfare state, industrial 

workers, constitute a more homogeneous group with stronger mobilisation 

capacities, acting in a context of closed economies. Nevertheless, and despite 

the deep differences between these social groups and the contexts in which 

policy-making takes place, welfare states are adapting, apparently in the 

absence of any significant form of political mobilisation by those who are most 

exposed to NSRs.1  

However, NSRs are not the only current challenge for welfare states. 

Welfare states are also facing transformations, or the recasting of processes, in 

traditional welfare arrangements. Furthermore, these problems are also framed 

by modifications in the institutional profiles with regard changes in territorial 

structures. Thus, in the context of the increasing importance of territorial politics 

within Europe, lower levels of government are highly and increasingly engaged 

in the regulation and provision of welfare policies. The combination of these 

factors, or what I have decided to label as “Tris Syndrome”,2 that is, the 

appearance of NSRs, challenges regarding welfare modernisation and 

changes in territorial politics, is a fundamental pillar of this analysis. 

                                                 
1 On this discussion see Bonoli (2003) and Taylor-Gooby (2003). 
2 In Italian, a “Tris” is a combination of three different kinds of first courses, mainly of pasta or rice, 
served all together. This is also the case of NSR, welfare modernisation and territorial politics. They are 
different, but they can converge or “be served” together. 
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  FIGURE 1: THE “TRIS SYNDROME” 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This thesis aims to investigate a concrete NSR: social care services for the 

elderly. This NSR is a challenge to welfare states at a time when general 

transformations in traditional welfare arrangements are occurring, but where 

adaptation takes place without the impetus of any apparent for of political 

mobilisation by risk-bearers. In addition, these issues are also framed by 

transformations in institutional profiles, due to changes in territorial structures, 

and their increasing engagement in welfare policy issues.  

More precisely, this research focuses on a still widely unexplored case, 

the Spanish, where the convergence of care for the elderly as a NSR with 

uncertain modes of political mobilisation, welfare modernisation, and a radical 

transformation in its territorial structure converge. The interest of the analysis of 

the Spanish system of social (care) services3 for the elderly lies in the lack of 

similar analyses dealing with policy dynamics. In addition, I wish to show that 

the concurrence of NSR(s), welfare modernisation and territorial politics may 

provide a better understanding of this policy area in the country. But also, and 

more importantly, I wish to provide answer to the following questions: 

What factors have motivated change in the Spanish system of social 

services for the elderly in the face of the apparent lack of mobilisation or 

demand from risk-bearers? What spurred the system to undertake radical 

reform following the authoritarian downturn, despite the fact that it is only very 

recently that care for the elderly has started to be defined as a challenge and 

has taken a visible, though timid place on the political agenda? What have 

                                                 
3 Despite that the general term used in the international literature is social care services of personal social 
services, I have decided to refer them only as social services, as this is the common and widespread term 
used in Spain. 
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been the factors that have given voice to this silent demand? To what extent 

has the creation and transformation of these policies been a consequence of 

the country’s territorial structure? To what extent does the transformation of the 

system stem from the desire to modernise social policies in Spain? Why, despite 

the reforms undertaken, does the Spanish system of social (care) services for 

the elderly show a comparatively little development in comparison with other 

countries and other areas of the Spanish welfare state? From these initial 

questions, two others fundamental questions arise: How can changes in the 

public provision of social services for the elderly in Spain can be assessed and 

characterised? What factors have motivated these changes and the final 

result? 

These questions are based on a contradiction or paradox which stands 

at the heart of this research and stems from the following empirical evidence. 

In Spain, despite the increasing number of elderly people and elderly 

dependants, family care is still the main predominant and most accepted form 

of care both by carers and carees. In this respect, one might mention the 

strong ties of intergenerational solidarity between family members with regard 

to care tasks, the absence of strong and visible political demands that these 

needs be covered by the State, and the fact that the population has not yet 

identified social services, in particular social care services for the elderly, as a 

regular and stable component of the social protection system.  

However, paradoxically, in the last two decades a substantial increase 

in the levels of coverage, number of users, and services provided has taken 

place. This has been coupled with an extensive transformation of the system of 

public social services for the elderly. These changes have marked a move from 

an extremely low or almost non-existent public intervention and high 

decentralisation to a highly decentralised system based on universal principles, 

which primarily applies mean-testing mechanisms to assess access to services 

and provides for diversification of options. Last but not least, the system has also 

been transformed from one that did not consider care for the elderly as a NSR 

or as a problematic area for the Spanish welfare state, into one that actually 

does. Why then has such as change been possible?  

This thesis argues that in Spain the “Tris” has provided a scenario in which 

policy development has been simultaneously facilitated and constrained. In 
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this respect, it is arguable that democratisation, the approval of the 

Constitution, the beginning of the “Autonomous process”, and the will to 

improve social protection in the country provided fertile ground for policy 

action coming from the regional level. This new scenario gave regional 

governments (also known as autonomous communities or autonomous 

governments) extra strength, legitimacy, and a veto point position to 

undertake and/or to block policy changes in this area. It was in this context 

that a bottom-up process of policy development, promoted from the regional 

level, replaced the generalised assumption of private care for the elderly by 

Spanish families with public intervention. 

In relation to this issue, it is arguable that regional governments in 

collaboration with technical experts from the administration mediated for risk-

bearers predominantly in a non-altruistic manner. Over time, social issues 

progressively gained strength as policy areas ripe for reform. However, 

achieving what they considered to be better institutional performance has 

nonetheless prevailed as the main impetus behind their actions. 

Despite these changes, the Spanish system of social services has seen 

little development in comparison with other countries, and other areas of the 

Spanish welfare state. Therefore, it is important to signal which factors have 

constrained its development. The argument defended here is that institutional 

fragmentation, unclear responsibilities and the will to create a system bottom-

up by political units without experience and full policy tools to do so were the 

main constraining factors.  

In this regard, one positive aspect has been the implementation of non-

enforced measures by the central government, which have enabled control 

and have fuelled the system with financial resources. This has contributed to 

the achievement of common measures of action and the development of 

basic services and principles. In addition, this process has been coupled with a 

poor point of departure in terms of welfare development, which has 

conditioned more radical changes into the system. Last but not least, these 

factors, have also contributed to the maintenance of private family care within 

Spanish society, to the relative lack of strong policy advocate demanding 

change, and to a predominantly “elitist” character in the policy-making 

process. 
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In answering to these questions, the following structure has been 

adopted. In the first chapter, on research design, I explain the importance of 

analysing this policy in relation to the “Tris Syndrome”, namely NSRs, welfare 

modernisation and the importance of changes in territorial politics. Then, I show 

how these three factors interact with the context of social services for the 

elderly in Spain, and I provide evidence as to the current lack of analyses 

concerning Spanish policy-making processes in this particular policy area. After 

doing this, I describe the way in which I intend to characterise this policy. This is 

based on the differentiation of the policy in two dimensions: its extension, and 

its institutional design. I also introduce the factors I will explore to explain it. In 

this respect, I develop an approach to the potential effects on NSRs policies by 

combining Kingdon’s windows of opportunity and streams with traditional 

variables for welfare development and an institutional approach. Finally, I 

detail the research strategy and data sources. 

Chapter two analyses the historical development of social care services 

for the elderly as a NSR, against the background of late welfare state 

modernisation and changes in the territorial structure in Spain from the 70’s to 

the present. Its main aim is to provide a global understanding of the 

characteristics of this policy at the national level. In particular, this chapter 

analyses policy development through time by placing emphasis on the 

change from a highly centralised to a highly decentralised system where 

regions have acquired increasing importance in the provision of social services 

and other social policies. Emphasis is also placed on the change from an 

underdeveloped public system to a more consolidated one. Finally, attention is 

centred on the transformation of a system that did not consider public services 

for the elderly as a NSR or problematic area challenging the Spanish welfare 

state, to one that has started to do so. Throughout this analysis I provide 

comparisons with other areas of the Spanish welfare state (i.e. health care, 

pensions, other NSRs), with the aim of gaining a better understanding of the 

particular characteristics and dynamics of change of this specific policy area. 

In chapter three I investigate specific policy outputs of social services. 

My objective is to analyse to what extent institutional legacies pose challenges 

to policy-makers with regard to reform and development. More precisely, this 

chapter analyses the two dimensions of the policy previously mentioned: a) the 
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extension of the policy, and b) the institutional design of the policy. Moreover, 

this chapter provides a comparative perspective in order to situate Spain within 

the EU context. 

Provided the crucial political role that regions have acquired in the 

development of this policy during the time span of the research, the analysis in 

the previous two chapters cannot shed complete light on the internal 

processes of change undertaken within this policy area. Therefore, in chapter 

four and five, I turn to an analysis of the reforms to social services at the 

regional level. In these chapters I start with the first wave of reforms to social 

services legislation that took place in 1987 in two cases, Asturias and Galicia.  

More precisely, these chapters investigate what the initial situation of 

social services at the beginning of the democratic period was, what the main 

motivations of the different policy actors for accomplishing reforms were, and 

the main features of these reforms. The main feature of these initial reforms was 

that political outputs were very similar in their configuration. This poses 

interesting comparative questions. The analysis of the reforms also turns around 

the three factors guiding the analysis of this thesis, namely NSRs (care for the 

elderly), welfare modernisation and the increasing importance of regions as 

policy actors.  

Therefore, these chapters place emphasis on the concrete relationships 

between reforms and these three issues as summarised in the following 

questions. First, what was the understanding of NSR(s) in the specific case of 

social services for the elderly, and what was the main contribution of these 

reforms to this area? Second, what was the main context and what were the 

motivations for welfare modernisation in this concrete area of the Spanish 

welfare state? What were the main changes incorporated by these reforms? 

Third, to what extent has the creation of the “Autonomous State”, and the 

regionalisation and decentralisation of services within the country influenced 

processes of change? In sum, the aim of this chapter is to explain which factors 

were that allowed for reforms in both regions and the directions taken by each 

region in terms of policy design. 

In chapters six and seven, I analyse the second wave of reforms, namely 

those of 2003 in Asturias and 1993 in Galicia. The main aim of these chapters is 

the same as the previous two: that is, to analyse to what extent the first wave of 
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reforms influenced the new reforms, what the main motivations and 

characteristics of these reforms were, and how welfare modernisation, 

perceptions about care for the elderly as a NSR and territorial reorganisation 

were related with them. The analysis of this second wave of reforms is 

especially interesting because the motivations and results differed from those in 

the earlier case studies and as between the two regions. 

Finally, in chapter eight I provide the conclusions. With this aim, I will take 

the dimensions and explanatory framework selected in chapter one, and I will 

discuss the empirical results reported in chapters two to seven by concentrating 

on the two case studies and four reforms constituting the main substantive 

evidence of this work. 
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“The welfare state is about the care of dependent people. The crisis of the 
welfare state is at least in part…a crisis of the care of the 
dependent”(O’Connor, 1996:23) 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this thesis is to understand what factors have allowed for the 

change and reform of the Spanish system of social services for the elderly and 

to specify the character of these changes. This first chapter sketches the 

research design used to accomplish these aims and it is divided into five 

sections. The first section explains the increasing importance of this kind of 

service for welfare states and how the “Tris Syndrome” (namely modernisation, 

decentralisation and new social risks) is related to it. The second section details 

how the “Tris Syndrome” plays a role in the Spanish context and how an 

analysis of the kind proposed here is a useful addition to the current literature 

on Spain. The third section provides a framework for the characterisation of the 

main policy features across Spain, so as to assess the extent of territorial 

differentiation. The fourth section develops a framework of analysis regarding 

possible explanatory hypotheses. Lastly, the fifth section explains the research 

strategy, which is based on a general analysis of the Spanish case combined 

with case studies of policy-making processes in two regions, and the sources 

used to accomplish these aims. 
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1. A NEW SYNDROME CHALLENGING WELFARE STATES? THE CONCURRENCE OF 

NEW SOCIAL RISKS, WELFARE MODERNISATION AND TERRITORIAL 

REORGANISATION 

After devoting much effort to the so-called “crisis of the welfare state”, 

current research on the modernisation of welfare states focuses on the tension 

between the maintenance of past standards and the politics of retrenchment, 

in order to adapt social policies to the new socio-economic and political 

context. This context has been transformed by the transition to post-

industrialism, globalisation, Europeanisation, and changes in demography or 

industrial relations, among other factors (i.e. Esping Andersen, 1996; Ferrera and 

Rhodes, 2000; Leibfried, 2001, Pierson, 2001; Scharpf and Schmidt, 2001, Taylor-

Gooby, 2002). However, most of the research in social policy has tended to 

concentrate largely on core areas of the welfare state, (social security 

meaning), such as pensions or health care. 

Despite the obvious importance of a policy area such as care for the 

elderly, there is not yet much systematic work on it. This gap may well reflect 

difficulties in defining and analysing forms of care that cut across organisational 

and professional boundaries (Tester, 1999). It was only in the 80’s that care of 

the elderly started to gain salience in relation to the reform of social services 

(Lewis, 1998). In fact, several authors have had to stress that modern social 

policy also comprises social (care) services (Baldock and Evers, 1991, 1992; 

Evers et al., 1994; Alber, 1995; Anttonen and Sipila, 1996; Glendinning, 1998; 

Österle, 2001; Blackman et al., 2001). During the 1990s comparative studies on 

long-term care provision and social services for the elderly began to emerge 

(i.e. Hugman, 1994; Fridberg and Rostgaard, 1998; Glendinning, 1998; Österle, 

2001, Ranci 2001; Anttonen et al., 2003). However, despite the increasing 

research effort in this policy area, it is to be noted that none of the comparative 

studies mentioned above include Spain.4 

It is becoming more and more evident that the combination of 

demographic changes and other pressures on welfare states will inevitably 

have an impact on the services provided to elderly people. According to 

Baldock and Evers (1991), services for older people are in the “front line” of 

social policy developments. For these authors: “welfare systems change first at 
                                                 
4 Among the studies including descriptive information on the Spanish case it could be mentioned: OECD 
(1996), Pacolet (1999) and European Commission (1993, 1998, 2003). 
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points of pressure where established policies and solutions are no longer 

working or cannot be sustained” (Baldock and Evers, 1992: 289). This is also the 

conclusion reached by Mary Daly in her review of cash benefits in European 

welfare states over the last decade: “whether understood as relating to 

children or to elderly and ill people, providing and needing care is turning out 

to be one of the most dynamic areas in European social policy” (Daly, 

1997:138). 

Tasks facing welfare states are becoming increasingly more complex. 

Risk structures have changed quite noticeably since the early post-war years. 

Risks that have not been perceived as such, or that have not previously 

challenged welfare states, are now putting them under pressure. The so-called 

ageing of society, combined with socio-economic dynamics such as changes 

in household structures, increased mobility and female participation into the 

labour market, have turned care for the elderly from a private into a new public 

concern or NSR. Thus, the emergence of care for the elderly as a NSR raises 

critical issues about its provision, particularly in countries where the family is the 

main “traditional” carer. This reorganisation implies the externalisation of 

different caring functions from the area of family responsibility, and it means 

that care has to be made more visible by transferring it from the private sphere 

of the family to the public sphere of services. This is known as the defamilisation 

of caring functions (Esping-Andersen, 1999). 

I have just referred to care for the elderly as a NSR. Yet, what can we 

understand by NSRs? The term NSRs has been used with increasing frequency in 

the welfare state literature (i.e. Esping-Andersen, 1999; Jenson and Saint-Martin, 

2002; Bonoli, 2003; Taylor-Gooby, 2003). NSRs are defined as those risks faced by 

people in their life course as a result of economic and social changes 

associated with the transition to a post-industrial society (Taylor-Gooby, 2003: 2). 

They can include different situations such as the care of an elderly relative, 

reconciliation of work and family life or insufficient social security coverage.  

All in all, NSRs do not only represent new and challenging social issues, 

but also have repercussions on the politics that must deal with them. This also 

highlights the importance of analysing what might be denominated “new 

politics” as opposed to “old politics”. However, I consider that the use of the 

term “new” in NSRs can be misleading in a sense as some of these risks are not 
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“new” as such. For instance, public care for the elderly has always existed to a 

greater or lesser degree. Yet, the main novelty of these NSRs and others is their 

consideration as both “new” and “risks” due to the challenge they place for 

current welfare states.  

Therefore, it is of crucial importance to consider different and parallel 

changes that require not only the adjustment and maintenance of policies, but 

also the development of new ones. As Taylor-Gooby (2003:1) rightly points out: 

“Economic, social and political changes are leading to the emergence of new 

risks in people’s lives which demand social policy intervention, just at the time 

when the old risks which European welfare states were designed to meet have 

become insistent”. Consequently, this situation is expected to have implications 

for the politics of welfare reforms. According to Bonoli (2003) policies addressing 

NSRs can be mainly characterised as stances of welfare expansion with no 

significant form of political mobilisation by those facing them.5 The particular 

nature of NSRs and of the policies aimed at addressing them generate a 

distinctive set of opportunities for policy-making that did not exist, or did not 

exist to such an extent, during the construction phase of the post-war welfare 

states. As a result, NSRs politics opens up a set of opportunities not only for 

policy-making, “new politics”, but also for new areas of research that can 

contribute to the understanding of these processes.  

With regard to the differences between “new” and “old” politics, Taylor-

Gooby (2003:9) distinguishes them in the following way. The politics of old risk 

policy-making relates mainly to how welfare states are able to solve emerging 

tensions between different groups when government seeks to retrench or 

contain spending on highly popular policies. He also mentions that research 

focuses on the extent to which it is possible to construct agreements which 

allow the interests of labour, business and users to be reconciled and to contain 

the burden of financing provisions (Pochet 1999; Rhodes 2001; Hemerijck 2002) 

and on examples of successful accommodation such as the 'Dutch miracle' 

(Hemerijk and Visser, 2000).  

                                                 
5 For instance, Morel’s (2004:3) analysis on the recent long-term care reforms in Germany and France 
shows that there was neither any class mobilisation nor any mobilisation on the part of new social groups, 
in this case NSR bearers, and that even trade unions, which could have been a strong component of a 
group-based mobilisation, failed to mobilise in both countries as this new risk was not perceived to be 
work-related. 
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On the other hand, he states that the welfare politics of new risks are 

mainly concerned with the mobilisation of the population to achieve/enhance 

competitiveness and with the idea of expanding opportunities and changing 

behaviour and assumptions about responsibilities. At the same time, he signals 

that while mass services of the traditional state generate their own 

constituencies, NSRs cleavages are much more likely to cross-cut existing social 

divisions. Therefore, this might indicate that politicians would need to construct 

new constituencies of support for reform, and/or that NSR cleavages should 

create their own constituencies. This is theoretically related to changing modes 

of economic regulation and/or existent social roles within the family. Therefore, 

it raises questions of how a new stance in public policy is legitimated and how 

shifts in the approach of policy-makers are to be understood. 

Another aspect of the increasing complexity of current welfare states is 

the growing importance of territorial politics and its implications for social policy. 

As a consequence, the process of policy-making, social policy outcomes of 

NSRs and welfare state modernisation are also affected by the sharing of 

responsibilities between different levels of government. Among the most 

important tendencies in the regulation of the area of social services in several 

European countries is the decentralisation of services and the growing role 

played by regional and local levels. 

State structures and their importance for explaining cross national 

variation in levels and dynamics of social policy formation have been 

emphasised in recent comparative research (Obinger et al., 2004). However, 

the relationship between social policy and territorial politics remains largely 

unexplored. Already in the 70’s, Robert Pinker (1979) criticised the lack of 

analysis within the social policy literature of the positive links between social 

policy and the recovery of a sense of national purpose. Yet, little research has 

been carried out since then to appease his criticism. There is a large literature 

on regionalism, mainly focused on political economy questions, 

decentralisation of government or governance.6 Also, the problem of territorial 

equity and cohesion has been mentioned frequently in discussions of ‘new 

regionalism’ (i.e. Keating, 1998). However, little attention has been paid to the 

                                                 
6 See for instance Maynts (1998), Kohler-Koch (1998) and Boerzel (1997). 
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regionalisation of the welfare state in relation to social policies.7 Consequently, 

as Ferrera (2003:35) states: “the study of the link between changes in the 

institutional profile of European welfare states and changes in the centre-

periphery structure is a very promising front for future empirical research and 

theory in comparative social policy”. 

The evidence just presented has aimed to underline the importance of 

the impact these three concrete issues have on current welfare states. Namely, 

the appearance of NSRs, the way they are tackled within the context of 

“recasting” of welfare states, and the increasing importance that changes in 

the territorial structure of countries can have on social policy outputs and 

policy processes. The concurrence of these factors is what I have denominated 

the “Tris Syndrome”. In the following section I will provide an account of the 

interaction of these three factors into the context of social services for the 

elderly in Spain. 

 

2. SITUATING “THE TRIS SYNDROME” IN THE CONTEXT OF SOCIAL (CARE) SERVICES 

FOR THE ELDERLY IN SPAIN 

Since the end of the dictatorship, in 1975, Spain has experienced wide 

social and economic changes coupled with a general modernisation process 

within the country. These transformations have also affected the Spanish 

welfare state as a whole, departing from what could be called a late-comer 

welfare state to one in which social protection has achieved universality in 

areas such as health care, education and pensions. Care services are still 

underdeveloped compared with other areas of the Spanish welfare state, but 

also in comparison with other EU members.9 Nevertheless, social services have 

undergone a deep process of transformation since the beginning of the 

democratic period. This has been possible thanks to the collapse of the old 

model, the expansion of social protection, the modernisation of services, the 

devolution process, and the appearance of new social needs.  

                                                 
7 Some rewarding exceptions are Fargion (1997) and McEwen (2002). For a wide discussion on social 
policy and territorial politics, see: Moreno and McEwen (2003). 
8 For a complete analysis of the evolution of the Spanish welfare state see: Guillén (1996a, 1996b) and 
Rodríguez Cabrero (2004a). 
For instance, Denmark, Norway, The Netherlands, UK, Sweden, Belgium, Luxembourg, France and 
Finland doubled Spanish number of places per 100 persons +65 in residential and semi-residential 
services for the elderly (Pacolet, 1999). 
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As Rodríguez Cabrero (1996) points out, Spanish social services constitute 

a “recent” system of social protection mainly implemented during the 

democratic period, although social assistance already had a long and 

important historical tradition, mainly associated with Poor Relief 

(Beneficiencia).10 However, such social assistance as existed was institutionally 

fragmented, with low operability and in many cases administered in a 

discretional way. All in all, it is possible to say that the “recent” system of social 

protection has evolved into a net system, better coordinated and where public 

provision has increased its presence, despite the still salient role played by 

private agencies and the family. Last but not least, the system is characterised 

at present by its high level of decentralisation as opposed to initial 

centralisation, social services being in the main regulated by regional 

legislation. 

National regulation of social services is absent to date and diversified 

answers and approaches among regions can be found. In fact, one of the 

main challenges of the recent transformation has been the need for social 

services to undergo a process of decentralisation and adaptation before the 

consolidation of the system at a national level could be accomplished. The 

confluence of rapid and intense modernisation and decentralisation processes 

together with the appearance of new social risks is what makes the study of the 

Spanish case both relevant and interesting. 

Under democracy, the evolution of social services in Spain can be 

tracked back to 1978, when the Spanish Constitution provided regions with 

responsibility for social services and social assistance.11 This new role has 

allowed them to start acting as the main actors in the development of social 

policies. Consequently, the regions began to regulate and develop their own 

systems of social services on the common foundations left by the authoritarian 

heritage and without any national legal framework. Therefore, when trying to 

understand the way in which these services have been developed, the way in 

which certain needs have been answered, and the factors motivating 

                                                 
10 At the beginning of the democratic period the Poor Relief Law (Ley de 29 de junio de 1849, General de 
Beneficencia) was still in force. See Appendix II (Legislative References) for the detail of all the 
legislative references included in this work. 
11 This makes reference to social services of the central government, but not social services from the 
Social Security. The lack of a clear division between social services and social assistance characterises 
welfare arrangements in contemporary Spain (Casado, 1997). 
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changes, the regional level plays a key and fundamental role. Obviously, 

though, the process of decentralisation of social services to the regions is not 

restricted to this policy area. 

In fact, this process can only be understood within the wider context of 

transformation of the whole country. As Gallego and Subirats (2000) state, the 

process of political and administrative decentralisation starting in Spain with the 

democratic transition has represented in its extension and intensity an event 

without precedent in the history of the country.12 The consequence of this 

process has been the conversion of a traditional unitary state into one of the 

most decentralised countries in Europe, where regional structures have gained 

increasing importance in the distribution of public expenditure. As table 1.1 

shows, regional governments have increased their share of public expenditure 

from 3% of total expenditure in 1981 to 33% in 1999.13 
 

TABLE 1.1: TERRITORIAL DISTRIBUTION OF PUBLIC EXPENDITURE IN SPAIN (%) 
 1981(*) 1984 1987 1990 1992 1997 1999(**) 

Central 87.3 75.6 72.6 66.2 63.0 59.5 54 

Regional 3.0 12.2 14.6 20.5 23.2 26.9 33 

Local 9.7 12.1 12.8 13.3 13.8 13.6 13 

(*) Beginning of the decentralisation process. (**) Estimated percentages Source: Ministerio de 
Administraciones Públicas (1997) in Moreno and Arriba (1999). 

 

Spain has also experienced an important increase in the number of its 

elderly population in a short period of time. Note that between 1970 and 2000 

the percentage of the total population aged 65 and over has more than 

doubled from 7.7% to 16.9% (IMSERSO, 2002).14 The increase in the proportion of 

elderly people has also been coupled with a significant increase in the number 

of elderly dependants.15 Spain has also experienced dramatic changes in terms 

of household composition, such as the decline in the proportion of elderly 

people living with their offspring (declining from 59% in 1970 to 30% in 1988; 

OECD, 1996) and the doubling in the number of elderly people who live alone 

(from 10% to 20% between 1970 and 1988; OECD, 1996). In addition, due to the 

increasing incorporation of women into the labour market, availability of care 
                                                 
12 For extensive reference, see: Subirats and Gallego (2002). 
13For detailed data on the decentralisation of public expenditure in Spain see 
http://www.estadief.minhac.es  
14 See INSERSO (2001, 2003) for a detailed analysis of ageing processes in Spain. 
15 Estimations of the number of dependants in Spain and its characteristics can be found in Morán (1999), 
Casado and López (2001) and INE (2001). 
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for elderly members should “in principle” be reduced, thus leading the country 

into what can be called a “care crisis”.  

Organisation of care differs greatly between countries, but overall care 

by family members, and mainly women, is predominant in the EU (European 

Commission, 1998). However, Spain, despite its changes, can still be considered 

as a familistic country,16 with high levels of intergenerational solidarity and 

commitment to care between family members (Meil, 2000; Rivas, 1999). In fact, 

family care, mainly provided by women, is the predominant and desired form 

of care provision both by carers and carees (Campo Ladero, 2000; 

IMSERSO/CIS, 1999), while public services play a marginal position in 

comparison with family and/or private provision.17 In addition, it is not yet 

possible to say that the population has identified social services as a regular 

and stable component of the social protection system. To date, demand for 

such services has been limited and organised interests have not been active in 

claiming provision of such services, a fact which fits neatly with the mean 

features of NSRs politics. 

The discussion I have presented up to now has shown the importance of 

the “Tris Syndrome” in investigating the development of public social services 

for the elderly in Spain. Moreover, it reinforces the value of knowing what the 

factors behind changes were and their particular characteristics. Yet, before 

going on I will analyse what previous research tells us regarding these issues. 

Recent changes in the Spanish welfare state have been accompanied, 

mainly from the 90’s, by numerous and important contributions to its analysis 

(i.e. Rodríguez Cabrero, 2002, 2004a, 2004b; Muñoz Machado, 1997; 

Adelantado and Gomá, 2000; Goma and Subirats, 1998; Grau and Mateos, 

2002; Guillén, 1996a, 1996b 2000, 2002, 2004; Moreno and Sarasa, 1995; Flaquer, 

2000; Valiente, 1997). Yet, social services, and in particular social (care) services 

for the elderly have received none or only marginal attention in these analyses.  

While the analysis of social services in Spain is still more underdeveloped 

than that of other social policies, existent research gives an account of the 

complexity of this policy area and the often-unclear division of responsibilities 

                                                 
16 For a detailed account of familistic practices of the Spanish welfare state, see: León (2002). 
17 Spain is also among the countries of lower coverage on services such as residential home or home care 
in Europe. 
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between different governmental bodies and agents (Casado, 1994;18 Alemán 

and Garcés, 1996; Beltrán Aguirre, 1991; Alonso and Gonzalo, 2000). It also 

reports the weakness of social rights within social services and the general 

under-protection of the elderly faced with dependency needs (Aznar, 1994 

1996a, 1996b 1999, 2001; Alonso and Gonzalo, 2000). In general, existent 

research does not pay attention to how and why reform processes have 

evolved and how changes may be characterised. 

In addition, and despite its increasing importance, social action in the 

area of social services at the regional level has not received much attention to 

date (i.e. Casado, 1994; Beltrán Aguirre, 1991; Alonso and Gonzalo, 2000; 

Sarasa, 2000, 2003; Rodríguez Cabrero, 2002). In this respect, in the last few 

years two broad descriptive studies providing the first detailed account of 

social services in all Spanish regions come to light (Garcés and Gutiérrez, 2000; 

Alemán, Garcés and Gutiérrez, 2003). These studies show the variety of actions 

undertaken within the country, confirming how the regional level is a basic unit 

of analysis regarding these services. Yet, one of the weaknesses of these works 

is that the material included in each regional chapter is not presented using the 

same structure thus making any comparative attempt difficult. 

Moreover, another recent contribution claiming the importance of the 

analysis of social policies from a regional perspective is that of Gallego et al. 

(2003). They have analysed and characterised educational, health, active 

labour market, social services, minimum income and housing policies in seven 

Spanish regions19 with the aim of differentiating between what they call 

“regional welfare regimes”. The general conclusion of their work is that there is 

evidence that the process of administrative and political decentralisation has 

caused the appearance of differentiated options and policy agendas on 

social policies in the country.20 However, these authors have only focused on 

measuring and characterising these policies at present, leaving the policy-

dynamics involved unaddressed. This dissertation aims at filling in that gap.  

The increasing challenge posed by an ageing has also fostered research 

since the mid-90’s. The National Institute of Migration and Social Services 

                                                 
18 This author has also been extremely active on writing about social services in Spain. See for instance 
Casado (1997, 2002). 
19 Andalusia, Basque Country, Canarias, Catalonia, Galicia, Navarra and C. Valenciana. 
20 Regarding political and administrative decentralisation of social services in Spain, some authors have 
claimed that it has had a much larger impact than privatisation (Almeda and Sarasa, 1996). 
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(IMSERSO) has taken a relevant role in the promotion of research in this area 

(i.e. García Sanz, 1997; Rodríguez Cabrero, 1997; IMSERSO/FEMP, 1998; 

Colectivo IOE/IMSERSO/CIS, 1999; IMSERSO/CIS, 1999; IMSERSO, 2000, 2002). 

These publications have contributed to providing basic and valuable 

information on the situation of elderly carees and their carers. They have also 

provided evidence of the role of the family as main care provider. 

There has also been an increase in interest in long term-care policies 

understood as NSRs (i.e. Casado and López, 2001; Defensor del Pueblo, 2001; 

Comas Herrera and Wittenberg, 2003; Sarasa, 2003; Rodríguez Cabrero, 1999, 

2000, 2002, 2004a, 2004b; Rodríguez Cabrero and Montserrat, 2002; Maravall, 

2003; Frades, 2002). However, none of these studies analyses policy dynamics or 

policy-making processes within this policy area and the growing challenge they 

pose to the modernisation of the Spanish welfare state. 

  In conclusion, it is possible to argue that research has advanced in 

several areas with regard to the late development of these policies in Spain, 

the role played by the family, the current challenges these policies place on 

the Spanish welfare state, the increasing decentralisation of welfare provision 

and the importance of regional governments. However, the study of social 

services for the elderly in Spain remains relatively descriptive and lacks 

systematic explanatory research of policy reform processes and their 

outcomes. 

 

3. CHARACTERISING THE POLICY  

One of the main challenges of this research is to provide a framework of 

analysis that allows for an understanding of the evolution and changes in this 

policy over time. Unfortunately, there is a lack of systematic work providing tools 

for investigating the natures of changes in these services. This is why I consider it 

is important to look for instruments that will help grasp these changes. 

In previous sections, I have made reference to social services and/or to 

social care services. Yet, what do we understand by such terms? For the 

purposes of this research, I consider social (care) services in a broad sense as 

Munday (1996) does. Thus they may include help provided either by informal or 

formal providers to cover the needs of the elderly, but regulated or funded, by 

a public scheme. My interest here also extends beyond the provision of services 
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in-kind to the provision of any financial aid that aims to cover the needs of 

carers and carees. Services analysed exclude those provided by the health 

sector.  

Going back to the specific objective of this section, the main focus here 

is not only on changes with regard to the extent of these services (i.e. the level 

of coverage), but also, as to the specific characteristics of the area under 

regulation, social services. In other words, what the response has been to a 

concrete problem. Moreover, looking at changes from both a quantitative and 

a qualitative perspective is vital if one is to fully understand the processes 

underway and the nature of welfare state transformation.  

Therefore, I consider that in order to characterise the construction of 

such policy and to know the direction in which it has evolved over time it is 

important to select a group of indicators that help us to grasp the main features 

of this policy. With this aim in mind, I have decided to differentiate between 

two main dimensions in this analysis. First, one that focuses on the extension of 

social services or what is being done by the administration. Second, one that 

pays attention to the institutional design of the system or how this is done by the 

administration. Regarding this, Gallego et al. (2003) provide for similar 

dimensions when outlining a framework for the characterisation and analysis of 

social policies in Spain. These dimensions are: a) the substantive dimension, 

what is being done by the government? ; b) the operative dimension, how 

does the government do it? In the extension of services, I include both service 

coverage and expenditure.  

Regarding the institutional design, I consider that the works of Pavolini 

(2001) and Alber (1995) are particularly helpful. According to Pavolini (2001), 

there are five dimensions that should be taken into account when analysing 

modes of public regulation in social services (see the next table): (1) the 

existence of public responsibility in the provision of services; (2) the entitlement 

to funding and regulation; (3) the characteristics of the intervention; (4) the way 

to providers are chosen; and (5) the characteristics of the authorised providers 

(private providers).  

The analysis of these dimensions is helpful in order to describe and 

characterise different models of intervention. For their analysis it is also 

important to signal the different instruments and mechanisms to be used within 
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these five dimensions. Therefore, a first distinction will be made on the basis of 

higher or lower public provision. Subsequently, an analysis will be made of those 

who are responsible for regulation and funding, and we will proceed in this way 

until the fifth dimension. The final model or models will result from the different 

options chosen in the five dimensions.21  

 

                                                 
21 This author has metaphorically described this kind of analysis as a “waterfall analysis”. 
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TABLE 1.2: MODELS OF PUBLIC REGULATION. A TYPOLOGY 
Responsibility for 
the provision, only 
public? 

NO 
 

Enlarged Government Model 
 

YES 
 

Model 
Public 

Hierarchy 
Who finances 
and regulates the 
model? 

Government 
 

Social assistance model 
 
 

Government/Private 
 

Compulsory insurance model 

Users/Government 
 

Private market 
regulation 

Government 

Characteristics of 
the Intervention 

 
Services/Linked monetary 

transfers 
 
 

(Regulated) 
 
 

 
Free monetary 

transfers 
 
 

(Not-linked) 

 
Services/Linked monetary 

transfers 
 
 

(Regulated) 

 
Free monetary 

transfers 
 
 

(Not-linked) 

 
Services/ 

Free monetary 
transfers 

 
 

 
Services 

Who chooses the 
providers?” 

 
Government 

 
 
 

(Concerted 
Action) 

 
Users/ 

Government 
 

(Social 
Market) 

 
Users 

 
Private parties 

 
 

(Concerted 
Action) 

 
Private 
parties/ 
(Users) 

 
(Social 
Market) 

 
Users 

 
Users/(Government) 

(Mechanisms of 
authorisation and 

accreditation) 

 
Public 

Provider 

Source: Pavolini (2001:86) 
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Alber (1995) has identified four key explanatory variables pertaining to 

institutional design when analysing cross-national variations in social services for 

the elderly. These are: the regulatory structure, the financing structure, the 

delivery structure and the degree of consumer power. Moreover he has 

elaborated a checklist of variables (see the next table) that can help us to 

structure, but also to characterise the quantity and quality of social services 

supply. 
 

TABLE 1.3: CHECKLIST OF VARIABLES STRUCTURING THE QUANTITY AND QUALITY OF 
SOCIAL SERVICES SUPPLY 

1. Regulatory Structure 
 
a. Who regulates (at what level of government)? 
b. What is being regulated (norms specifying the quality of provision, i.e. quantity and quality of 
units, participation rights of clients)? 
c. Are there quality controls? Who administers them? What sanctions are there in case the 
regulatory norms are not respected? 
2. Financial structure 
 
a. Who finances the services? What are the financing shares of various levels of government? To 
what extent does joint financing prevail? 
b. Are different services financed jointly from the same agency of from different agencies? 
c. To what extent are different financing agencies autonomous in levying or taxes? 
d. What groups are represented on the administrative boards of the financing agencies? 
3. Delivery structure 
 
a. Who provides the service (public, private or voluntary)? 
b. What coordination is there among the providers of various services or among the various 
providers of a given service? 
c. To what extent do providers have an interest in the expansion of services? 
4. Degree of consumer power 
 
a. How or to what extent are the regulating agencies coupled with consumer interests (voice 
and exit mechanisms)? 
b. How or to what extent are clients represented on the administrative boards of financing 
agencies? 
c. Who determines the choice of a given service (immediate client access; professional gate 
keeping, with only physicians or also other groups involved- or assessment commission from the 
financing agency- with what degree of client participation)? 
d. How or to what extent are providers coupled with consumer interests (exit or voice 
mechanisms: degree of dependence of public providers upon re-election, degree of open 
market competition for private providers, degree of consumer representation on the 
management boards of providers, existence of client councils or ombudsmen)? 

Source: Alber (1995:142) 
 

However, I consider it important to add to the dimensions proposed by 

these two authors the way in which policies have conceptualised family, 

individual and social rights in relation to social services. Therefore, when 

analysing social services I will focus first of all on the extension of social services, 

including expenditure on services and service coverage, that is, what is being 

done by the administration. Second, on the institutional design of the system, 
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that is, how this is being done by the administration. I will cover, for instance, 

the way in which services are regulated, financed, provided and concrete 

mechanisms concerning the operability of services including:  

a) The way in which public, individual and family responsibilities are 

defined. 

b) The way in which rights to social services are guaranteed and the 

existence of measures designed to guarantee the quality of services. 

c) The conditions of access (i.e. existence of means-testing measures). 

d) The mechanisms of participation and information of users in the provision 

of social services. 

e) The way in which services are coordinated and decentralised and the 

role given to private initiatives. 

f) The way in which services are regulated, funded, delivered, and the 

concrete mechanisms used for this. 
 

TABLE 1.4: EXTENSION AND INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN OF SOCIAL SERVICES 
Extension 
(What?) 

Institutional Design 
(How?) 

 
• Coverage of Services 
• Expenditure on Services 
 
 

 
• Definition of Responsibilities 
• Social Rights and Quality 
• Access and Entitlement 
• Participation and Information 
• Coordination 
• Decentralisation 
• Role of Private Initiatives 
• Organisation 
• Characteristics of provision, funding 
and regulation 

 
4. EXPLAINING THE POLICY  

Once I have proposed a framework within which to characterise the 

policy at issue, it is important to look for factors to explain it. The existing 

literature analysing the nature of social services, reports causal influences of 

various sorts. For instance: legislation that both reflects and changes norms 

concerning family obligations (Millar and Warnan, 1996; Naldini, 1999); women’s 

access to paid employment and other arenas of public life such as politics 

(Hernes, 1987; Antonnen, 1997); the degree of economic independence 

among the elderly (Baldock and Elym, 1996; Sipila. et al., 1997); the birth rate, 

which both reflects and affects the caring capacity of a society (Moroney, 
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1976); or the administrative structure of public services and their responsiveness 

to changes in social needs (Jamieson, 1991; Alber, 1995; Kröger, 1997). 

However, little is known yet on what drives changes in this policy area, even less 

if approached within the context of the “Tris Syndrome” that has just been 

characterised, that is, NSRs, welfare development and changes in territorial 

structures. 

This is why it is important to investigate what causes or influences 

concrete changes and results, how do they come about, and what influences 

successful results when trying to fulfil a concrete task. As, in this case, we must 

consider the cover of elderly care needs by the public sector within the context 

of a latecomer, traditional country in terms of welfare provision, and multi-

dimensional political organisation. These answers are indeed complex and can 

be considered multi-dimensional. Consequently, it is crucial here to look for a 

multi-faceted approach to understanding the building of this concrete policy. 

In this respect, first, I consider mechanisms for change using the streams and 

policy windows proposed by Kingdon. Second, I proceed by analysing 

traditional variables for welfare development, which can contribute to possible 

explanations. Third, by combining the previous two analyses, I provide a 

synthesis in which I raise the main hypotheses proposed in this research. In the 

next pages, I will explain the theoretical I use for such aim. 

Change mechanisms can be approached by looking at the existence of 

windows of opportunity or critical junctures allowing for policy change. In this 

regard, Kingdon (1995) argues that three streams compose the early phases of 

the policy process: 

1. The policy stream (i.e. ideals and policy proposals generated by 

bureaucrats, legislators, academics or specialists, epistemic communities 

or policy entrepreneurs). 

2. The problem stream (i.e. information about problems or more precisely, 

about conditions that become defined as problems or pressing issues). 

3. The politics stream (i.e. public mood, pressure group campaigns, 

election results, partisan or ideological distributions of parliaments, 

changes in the administration, and turnover of key personnel or policy-

makers).  
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These streams, so runs the argument, flow along largely separate from 

each other, all of them having their own dynamics and rules. According to this 

author, none of the streams are sufficient by themselves to place an issue firmly 

on the decision agenda. However, at critical moments in time the so-called 

policy windows are opened either by compelling events in the problem stream 

or in the politics stream.  

If we try to apply Kingdon’s streams to this research, the policy stream 

would be composed of the existence of ideas regarding how care for the 

elderly should be provided and the specific tools required in this respect. The 

problem stream would contain the existence of research supporting the need 

for care of the population group and the recognition of care for the elderly as 

a problem or pressing issue. The politics stream would comprise factors such as 

mobilisation of organised interests demanding public coverage of care for the 

elderly (such an improbable strike of informal carers), democratisation, 

changes and characteristics of the territorial and administrative structure of the 

country, or changes in government. 

However, streams can also help us to understand policy development 

and results. By the end of the 90’s, welfare state scholars had produced a 

substantial corpus of literature on the determinants of policy change and 

welfare development. Among the variables identified were social needs, 

politics and institutions. The relevance of these variables in relation to policies 

concerning social services for the elderly as a NSR plus those regarding 

particular decentralised structures, is therefore worth being explored here with 

the aim of deriving the hypotheses previously mentioned.  

Taking an institutionalism approach, it can be argued that, although 

institutions alone do not explain policy-making, given a certain pattern of social 

demands and a certain balance of power among political actors, they can 

favour certain policy outcomes over others (Pierson, 1994; Hall and Taylor, 

1996). Neo-institutionalist (NI) literature argues that political institutions that 

structure the democratic game may contain incentives for certain kinds of 

behaviour by political actors and may be conductive to producing specific 

policy solutions to given problems. Namely, NI proponents argue that policy-

makers have to work within a framework that derives from constitutional 

arrangements, electoral systems, territorial distribution of power and the rules 
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that define the policy-making process. This observation could also be extended 

to the relationships between labour and capital in the international economy 

(Hall and Taylor, ibid), and to the resources and incentives influencing the 

information and activity of social groups (Pierson, 1994). 

For instance, research has demonstrated that political institutions 

providing different degrees of power concentration are associated with 

different levels of welfare state development (Huber. et al, 1993; Immergut, 

1992). Based on this logic, many scholars have argued that a constitutional 

structure, which disperses political power and offers multiple veto-points and/or 

veto-players,22 is inimical to welfare expansion (Skocpol and Amenta, 1986; 

Huber et al., 1993). Therefore, this can be applied to federal and decentralised 

structures, as they increase the number of actors and institutions involved in 

policy-making.23 They modify political capacities and power resources of key 

actors such as parties or unions. They undercut the formation of national policy 

strategies, and make the formation of strong welfare state alliances more 

complicated. 

Thus, public policy in territorially fragmented political systems requires 

coordination of different layers and actors regarding any major policy change. 

Consequently, political actors are framed by the institutional setting in which 

they operate. This institutional setting will shape not only their interest towards 

other actors, but also their degree of power over decision-making and policy 

outputs. Therefore, institution-based power concentration or fragmentation can 

also have an impact on the development of policies for NSRs victims. For 

instance, insofar as these can create losers, essentially among those who have 

to pay for them, which will likely resist for policy changes. 

In addition, econometric research depicts federalism as a stumbling 

block for welfare state expansion. In fact, one of its main arguments vis-à-vis 

                                                 
22 According to Tsebelis (2002) a veto player is a collective or individual actor whose approval is required 
to alter the status quo. Veto-players theory posits that institutional fragmentation of power reduces the 
opportunities for altering the status-quo. 
23 Although Spain cannot be considered as a federal country as such, I consider that this kind of literature 
can provide helpful insights regarding the impact of the creation of the “Autonomous State” in the 
country. In this respect, Ruiz Almendral (2002:468) argues: “(…) albeit still not quite defined, Spain 
probably falls, together with the state forms of Belgium, Germany, Austria and the UK, into the category 
of a “decentralised state”. When we take closer look at the broad scope of decentralisation in Spain, 
however, and at the authority thus gained by the Communities over the past 20 years, it must be 
concluded that, whether we like it or not and this has become a quite controversial issue, Spain is, in 
practice, if not in origin, a federal state. At any rate, the politically correct term by which Spain is usually 
defined is that of a State of Autonomies”. 
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decentralisation’s consequences is the race to the bottom regarding welfare 

standards.24 At the same time, Obinger et al. (2005) show that federalism had a 

general inhibitory impact on welfare consolidation in early democratic 

federations, but that once consolidation was accomplished, cross-national 

differences in spending were a function of a range of factors including partisan 

control, policy legacies and continuing institutional effects.  

According these authors, in the present retrenchment phase, federalism 

does appear to work more generally as an institution slowing the pace of 

welfare reform. Yet, although there are instances of individual countries where 

the existence of federal institutions have actually facilitated retrenchment, for 

the most part federalism and institutional complexity appear, in comparative 

perspective, to make expenditure cutbacks more difficult to achieve.25 For 

Obinger et al. (2005), this holds true for policies aimed at expanding the reach 

of the welfare state and for efforts to roll the welfare state back. Nevertheless, 

much depends on context, including country-specific institutional setting, policy 

structures and actor constellations. 

However, if the political system allows would-be beneficiaries or other 

social actors to influence the policy making process, for instance by providing 

veto points, they are more likely to be successful in opposing or favouring new 

policies. Therefore, it is important to analyse to what extent they are able to 

exercise their influence and/or act as veto-players. In this regard, and taking 

into account the particular territorial structure of Spain, it is important to 

investigate the impact of territorial politics on policy change. Therefore, it seems 

important to analyse some factors that might particularly favour policy change.  

In this respect, Loughlin (2000) signals the following dimensions of 

autonomy applied to sub-national governments: (a) whether the legal position 

is defined constitutionally or through ordinary legislation; (b) the political 

competencies accorded to the sub-national level; (c) whether national policy-

making influences regional policy-making and vice-versa; (d) the degree of 

control over the sub-national levels; and (e) the degree of financial autonomy 

from, or dependence on, the national government. Consequently, the stronger 

                                                 
24 Its claim is that competition among decentralised levels of government aiming to promote economic 
development with the creation of new jobs leads to tax rates being held down and, consequently to a 
reduction in costs for existing and prospective business, thus resulting in a “race to the bottom” regarding 
public services (Oates, 199:1134). 
25 This would corroborate veto players’ influence. 
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these elements, the possibilities for undertaking changes and differentiation are 

higher.  

In addition, it is important to mention how particular territorial and 

administrative structures can provide fertile ground for policy innovation and 

experiments, which can foster spill-over factors through diffusion and/or 

competition. However, Obinger et al. (2005) also draw attention to the fact that 

economists signal other advantages arising from the vertical separation of 

power, besides the discipline of rent-seeking by political entrepreneurs. For 

instance, it is argued that competition between the constituent units fuels 

innovation and efficiency in a manner analogous to that of markets. Moreover, 

decentralisation is seen as leading to a better match between local policies 

and regional preferences. That is, the choice of a system of governance 

involves other values other than economic ones (Oates, 1999:1137).  

According to Obinger et al. (ibid: 43-44), these advantages supposedly 

outweigh the higher decision-making costs typically prevalent in federal 

polities. In this respect, they signal that the idea that federalism provides 

opportunities for territorially based policy experiments and for sub-governments 

to learn from each other has been widely rehearsed in the literature, bringing 

policy innovation both horizontally as well as vertically.26 Hence, like economic 

competition, federal competition may take place as well and may be seen as 

a discovery mechanism for new ideas and innovative policy answers. If this 

were so, competition between constituent units might be seen as a source of 

innovation and best practice solutions in policies associated with both 

horizontal and vertical spillover effects.  

These authors suggest as well that this argument appears to conflict with 

the line of economic reasoning that states that inter-jurisdictional competition 

may fuel a race to the bottom in social standards. They also remind us how 

these models make strong assumptions (i.e. fully mobile factors, lack of 

institutional rigidities and/or distinct regional voter preferences), and they 

suggest that the relaxing the above assumptions increases the chances of 

policy experimentation under public choice premises. 

Moreover, we should bear in mind that policy-making also takes place 

within the parameters of past policies and choices, as well as inherited 

                                                 
26 See Oates (1999) for a complete overview of fiscal federalism. 
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institutional arrangements. Consequently, past policies will have an important 

role in determining how current issues will be defined, and what strategies, 

means and ends will be tackled. Therefore, as Wildavsky (1980) suggests, policy 

may well be seen, as it own cause, rather than the outcome of a problem. In 

this sense, it could be argued that existing policies provide the agenda for new 

ones and suggest how these problems will be constructed and solved. As 

Hogwood and Gunn (1984:13) state, in many areas, such as social welfare 

policy, policy space is “crowded”. Therefore, new issues and reforms, such as 

the coverage of NSRs, have to deal with the fact that past policies constrain 

both governmental decision-makers and policy advocates (i.e. Weaver and 

Rockman, 1993; Pierson and Weaver, 1993; Rose, 1989; Heclo, 1974, Marsh and 

Rhodes, 1992). Thus, any new policy is strongly influenced by past policy and 

tends to be path dependant.  

Nevertheless, even if we accept the argument that policy legacies 

determine the course of subsequent policies, it is important to question why 

some legacies are stronger or more influential than others (Hall, 1993: 275), or 

what determine changes in policy design or rupture with previously policy 

design. In this respect, research on policy feedback has stressed two 

arguments. First, political structures create resources and incentives that 

influence the formation and activity of social groups. Second, policies affect 

processes of social learning among major political actors (Pierson, 1994). As a 

consequence, the perception and/or desire to update or modify a policy may 

lead to a reformulation of the existing policy approach and even to different 

attitudes towards a concrete policy. To this can be added the term coined by 

Etheredge (1983), government learning, that is, how governments may 

accumulate new knowledge with the aim of increasing the efficiency of their 

actions. 

Still, this does not imply that learning and new ideas by themselves 

determine policy change and its characteristics, but that they can indeed 

contribute to change. According to Hall (1993:279), policy-makers work within a 

framework of standards and ideas that specify not only the goals and the kind 

of instruments that can be used in a policy, but also the very nature of the 

problems they are meant to be addressing. Hall calls this framework through 
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which policy-makers communicate the policy paradigm. In addition, not only 

can we refer to policy paradigms, but also to societal ones.27  

The perception and desire to update or modify a policy can be also a 

consequence of social changes such as population ageing. Early studies in 

welfare development have highlighted not just population ageing, but also 

industrialisation, as influencing the development of social policies. These factors 

created new needs, which were gradually met by emerging welfare states. 

From a comparative perspective, both the size and the timing of 

industrialisation and welfare state development were strongly related (Cutright 

1965; Wilensky 1975). Therefore, this logic may also be applied to social policies 

which protect against NSRs, where new issues arise, due to the increasing 

number of elderly people in need of care and/or the reduction in the caretaker 

pool.28 

However, the weight of problem pressure and/or social changes (i.e. the 

increasing number of elderly people) vis-à-vis policy changes can also be 

related to successful mobilisation. In this respect, the power resources 

approach (PRA) emphasises the role of political variables in the development 

of western welfare states (Stephens 1979; Castles 1982; Korpi 1983; Esping-

Andersen 1985, 1990). Its general hypothesis is that the strength of the labour 

movement and of left-wing parties is a key determinant of the level of welfare 

state development in a country. According to these authors, the successful 

mobilisation of the working class is a crucial factor in the explanation of 

different levels and models of social protection. However, if we take into 

account that one of the features of NSRs policies is the lack of strong 

organisation of risk-bearers, and that often these policies occur outside work-

related contingencies (as it is the case of the policy under analysis here), we 

may expect that working class mobilisation common to old-risks is less of a 

feature in circumstances of NSRs. 

As a result, if risk-bearers are not strongly organised, have problems 

putting forward their protection claims and/or they do not even consider raising 

                                                 
27 “A societal paradigm is a shared of interconnected premises which make sense of many social 
relations (…). If a paradigm’s set of interconnected premises comes to be widely shared as the result of 
social compromise, such paradigm is hegemonic (Jenson, 1989: 238-239). 
28 This means availability of care resources. The “care-taker pool” may shrink as a consequence of 
different variables, like trends in employment and family formation and structure (i.e. decline in birth 
rates, separation and divorce, etc. This concept was introduced by Moroney (1976).  
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claims as to their protection, but, there is policy change taking place, the 

question remains: Who invokes change for them? It seems that networks rather 

than clear organisational ties are central here, with the role of elites groups 

probably key to such interventions. Whereas Kingdon (1995) considers the 

process of defining issues and agendas in the context of wider social or 

environmental pressures or in terms of the relationships of public opinion to 

public policy, Sabatier argues that the policy-making process in terms of 

agenda-setting and other phases is dominated by elite opinion, the impact of 

public opinion being at best modest (Parsons, 1995: 197). 

Therefore, it may be the case that risk-bearers manage to reach 

compromises with other groups, and it may not. In this regard, the most likely 

option is that other actors, and not risk-bearers, prompt for policy change. Why 

would these actors intervene in defence of another group’s interests? I consider 

that this intervention might be framed by two different kinds of behaviour. 

First, an altruistic one: certain actors decide to use their influence just for 

the sake of helping others. Second, a non-altruistic one: these actors intervene 

with the aim in mind of gaining some pay-off through their action. This non-

altruistic intervention can be related to the fact that issues other than 

economic issues fuel competency and innovation between these units. At the 

same time, these actors may use their intervention in welfare issues to 

consolidate and reinforce their position as policy actors and/or to facilitate their 

“work” within a given institutional context. Moreover, this intervention may be 

used as a way of reinforcing their position towards the population vis-à-vis vote-

gains. 

A subsequent hypothesis of the power resources approach is that left 

wing parties, once in government, will prompt the adoption of generous and 

universalistic social policies, which best serve the working class. Right wing 

parties, on the contrary, will be more reluctant to adopt this option. This 

argument can be broadened to other groups or actors who intervene in the 

policy-making process, in relation the different types of intervention mentioned 

earlier, thus making them also ideas-driven. 
 

Synthesis 

The revision of previous literature has aimed to provide the background 

against which I will develop the main hypotheses of this research. I consider 
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that by using windows of opportunity and streams as proposed by Kingdon, in 

combination with traditional variables for welfare development, and an 

institutionalist approach, a better understanding of the potential effects on 

NSRs policies becomes possible. The next table includes a summary of the 

explanatory factors selected, taking as starting point Kingdon’s streams.  

 

TABLE 1.5: SUMMARY OF STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS 
Problem Stream* Politics Stream* Policy Stream** 

 

• Increase in D size 

 

 

• Political institutions 

 

• The weight of past policies 

• Consideration of D size as 

a pressing issue/problem 

• Mobilisation and access to 

decision-making processes 

• Learning and diffusion as 

contributors to new departures 

   

• Programme favoured by 

the actors who are able and 

willing to exert an influence 

(*) Window(s) of opportunity are expected to open here. (**) Complementary Stream 
 

Problem Stream 

As argued, the problem stream would cover the existence of research 

supporting the need for care by the population group and the recognition of 

care for the elderly as a problem or pressing issue.  

 

a. Increase in Demand’s Size 

As the number of elderly increases and the care-taker pool decreases, 

namely an increase in demand’s size, the responses and changes in social 

services for the elderly become more important. 

 

b. Consideration of Demand as a Problem or Pressing Issue 

Policy change comes on account of the consideration of demand as a 

problem and/or pressing issue. In this respect, a rise in demand will foster new 

answers, when demand is transformed from implicit to explicit. By implicit 

demand, I refer to demand that exists, but is not perceived and/or claimed as 

a problem by those creating such demand or by other actors who might 

provide and answer to demand. By explicit demand, I understand its 

recognition, and claim, by risk-bearers or other social actors. More precisely: 
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“for a condition to be a problem, people must be convinced that something 

should be done to change it” (Kingdon, 1984:119). In relation to this 

transformation, the consideration and internalisation of care for the elderly as a 

private issue within the family must be taken into account. In this respect, the 

existence of information about the conditions that are required for the 

conversion into a problem, defined as such, also contribute to this 

transformation.  

 

Politics Stream 

The politics stream is comprised of factors such as mobilisation of 

organised interests demanding public coverage of care for the elderly (for 

instance an improbable strike of informal carers); democratisation, changes 

and characteristics of the territorial and administrative structure of the country; 

or changes in government. Consequently, it is important to analyse the role of 

political institutions and the features involving mobilisation and access to 

decision-making processes.  

 

a. Political Institutions 

Earlier I mentioned how particular institutional structures could 

encourage certain kinds of behaviour or action, and how political 

fragmentation characteristic of decentralised structures might delay decisions, 

but also the opportunities for altering a given situation. Yet, specific institutional 

structures might also contain particular features that contribute to making 

policy change more plausible. Of these, the ones signalled by Loughlin (2000) 

about the dimensions of autonomy applied to sub-national governments, 

along with innovation, diffusion, competition and learning processes prompted 

by decentralised policy structures, may be particularly helpful. In this respect, I 

hypothesise the following:  

• When the formative phase of a welfare policy is carried out from the 

bottom-up, democratic federalism is a major impediment at the formative 

phase of welfare state development. 

• Institutional fragmentation of power reduces the opportunities to 

altering the status quo. 
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• Social policy-making in fragmented systems of decision-making is 

likely to delay decisions and provide sub-optimal policy outcomes. 

• Unclear jurisdiction regarding NSRs policies can cause stalemate in 

welfare development. 

• Competition among decentralised levels of government aiming to 

promote economic development results in a race to the bottom in welfare 

standards. 

However,  

• The recognition of legal and political competencies of sub-national 

units by the Constitution will give them extra strength and legitimacy in 

undertaking policy change. 

• The higher financial autonomy of sub-national governments 

regarding the policy they wish to establish, the higher the possibilities for policy 

change and differentiation. 

• The higher the influence of national policy-making in sub-national 

spheres, the lower the possibilities for bottom-up policy change and territorial 

differentiation. 

• Majority government turn-over contributes to policy change and can 

be used as a “showing-off” factor to enhance political legitimation and social 

support. 

• Decentralised policy structures provide opportunities for territorially-

based policy experiments and innovation. 

• Decentralised policy structures prompt horizontal, but also vertical 

policy diffusion and learning. 

• Political heterogeneity across the state, regional and local levels 

prompts competition. 

 

b. Mobilisation and access to decision-making processes  

As argued, demand, in this case the existence of elderly people in need 

of care, can only affect or influence policies insofar as it is transformed implicit 

to explicit demand. However, this transformation does not only involve the 

recognition of the problem, but also its claim to an answer. Therefore, the 

transformation of demand into fully explicit will be related to: first its ability to 

mobilise, and, second, the existence of channels of access to decision-making 
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that can contribute to their influence and of possibilities to foster the extension 

of services and the introduction of new changes.  

 

Policy Stream 

The policy stream would be composed of the existence of ideas 

regarding how care for the elderly should be organised and the specific tools 

for achieving this aim. In this respect: 

 

a. The weight of past policies condition development as: 

• The higher the predominance of the family and private agencies in 

the provision of NSRs at t1, the lower the possibilities for radical change in t2 

where public intervention is predominant. 

• The lower the predominance of public action in t1, the lower the 

demand and expectation with regard to an increase in public provision in t2. 

• The lower the predominance of public action in t1, the lower the 

existence and creation of policy advocates claiming for change in t2. 

 

b. NSRs policies do not invariably reflect the characteristics of the existent past 

policy and can involve new departures: learning and diffusion as contributors to 

new departures 

• The lower development and experience regarding NSRs provision, the 

higher the possibilities for mirroring other experiences, namely imitation/copy 

and policy diffusion by more experienced units. 

• The higher development and experience in terms of direct 

intervention, the higher the possibilities for policy change due to government 

learning based on experience and trial-and-error processes. 

• The higher expertise regarding care for the elderly as a pressing issue, 

and policy options to undertake it (whether domestic or exogenous), the higher 

chances for policy updating and new changes. 

 

c. Reform processes depend, in most cases, on the programme favoured by the 

actors willing and able to exert an influence 

With regard to the previously mentioned transformation of demand from 

implicit into explicit, it may be the case that risk-bearers either do not decide to 
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mobilise, do not have the ability to do so, or have problems of representation. 

In this respect, success in the development of NSRs policies depends on:  

• Whether risk-bearers manage to strike compromises and/or form 

alliances with other political forces or actors; and/or whether other 

social/political actors decide to take up or defend risk-bearers’ or would-be 

beneficiaries’ interests (i.e. political parties, professionals, governments, unions), 

either in an altruistic or non-altruistic form intervention (i.e. legitimisation, 

incorporation into areas of action and/or the desire to be a centre of 

attention). 

Two main options are foreseen here, which are expected to match the 

political ideology of right and left respectively: 

• One will be more restrictive in expanding services and will present a 

tendency to promote the role of the public sector with financial resources, 

rather than through direct intervention, via the application of the principle of 

subsidiarity towards private agencies. As a consequence, the traditional role of 

the family as main welfare provider and the push of intervention towards the 

private sector will be reinforced.  

• The other will tend to expand services and promote them publicly on 

a universal basis. Moreover, it is also possible to argue: first, that policy 

development shapes ideological options due to trial-and-error processes and 

implementation problems. Second, that the position in the political arena, 

whether governing or in opposition, heterogeneous sub-national and national 

government favours the change in ideological positions with regard to welfare 

provision. 

 

5. RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Up to this point, I have defined the issues on which this research is based, 

namely the “Tris Syndrome”. I have described the main objectives of this 

research and I have proposed a framework for the characterisation of social 

services and outlined the factors that may help us in understanding this policy. 

In this section, I explain how I intend to put this in practice. 

First, if evolution and development over time is to be analysed, a 

historical approach is necessary, such that changes in the policy can be 
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assessed over a concrete period of time.29 In this work, the period analysed will 

cover from the beginning of the democratic period (mid-70’s) up until the first 

half of the present decade. This is indeed rather complicated as the visibility of 

this policy area is not easy to tackle.  

Second, in order to undertake the analysis of the factors that have 

influenced changes and developments in this policy in Spain, the level of 

analysis selected is a crucial point that must be taken into consideration, 

namely the particular territorial organisation within the country. Therefore, it is 

important to bear in mind here that the Spanish government structure is 

organised into seventeen regions (autonomous communities), which have 

been the main regulatory entities with regard to social services and social 

assistance, on the basis on their constitutional and statutory responsibilities. 

Therefore, if we want to know how policy has evolved over time, and more 

importantly, if we want to understand the factors that have influenced its 

evolution, the regional level must inevitably be given priority. 

Consequently, I consider that the best way to understand factors 

contributing to the development of the policy over time is through a double-

strategy. On the one hand, I propose a historical overview of the Spanish 

system of social services, investigating the main trends and global changes 

within the system. More precisely, I will concentrate, among other issues, on an 

analysis of how the components of the “Tris” have constrained or promoted 

policy development over time. On the other hand, this historical analysis will be 

completed by a national characterisation of the Spanish system of social 

services for the elderly as a whole during two periods, the beginning of the 

democratic period and the actual situation today. This characterisation will 

allow us to see how the system has changed, to show how the public sector 

has expanded and changed its action over time, but also to consider its main 

strengths and weaknesses and whether they have encouraged, or impeded, 

policy development.  

However, an analysis of this kind cannot provide us with a full 

understanding of specific dynamics and processes, taking into account the 

increasing and important political role that regions have acquired in the 

development of this policy during the time span of this research. Therefore, I 
                                                 
29 An historical and qualitative perspective is appropriated when the aim of the explanation if the design 
of a concrete policy, that is, the content of the decisions taken by governments (Ragin, 1987). 
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consider that the best strategy for understanding the most important factors 

contributing to the development and change of the policy where NSR(s), 

welfare modernisation and territorial restructuring take place is through a case 

study analysis. More precisely, through the historical evolution of social services 

policy taking as main point of reference policy-making processes on social 

services legislation at the regional level. This analysis would help us to 

understand processes and dynamics of change in the area in depth. At the 

same time, this may help to appreciate, the different options, if any, in terms of 

policy answers. 

This analysis aims to focus on the initial situation of social services prior to 

reform, the main motivations of different policy actors for accomplishing 

reform, the contribution of “stream(s)” to reform, and the main features of 

reform itself. Moreover, the analysis of reform will be carried out in the context 

of the components of the “Tris”. Namely, what was the understanding of NSR(s) 

in the specific case of social services for the elderly and what was the main 

contribution of these reforms with regard to NSR(s)? Second, what was the 

main context and what were the motivations for welfare modernisation in this 

concrete area of the Spanish welfare state and what were the main changes 

incorporated by these reforms? Third, to what extent did the creation of the 

“Autonomous State”, and the regionalisation and decentralisation of services 

within the country influence this process of change and the position of actors? 

In sum, the aim here is to explain which factors allowed for reform.  

The approach aims to test the influence of factors contributing for 

change, but does not intend to give priority or main importance to any of 

them. Instead, and taking into account the novelty of the analysis in this policy 

area, my intention is to see how they interact and influence social services 

policy over time. With this aim in mind, my intention is to compare results 

concerning the explanatory factors proposed, in order to find out what the 

most important ones have been, and how their influence and importance 

have evolved, or not, over time. That is, the main focus of the analysis is to 

provide a comparison of explanatory factors over time, but also among the 

cases selected, in order to unpack which of them have been most relevant.  

I proceed now to explain the selection of cases: the regions of Asturias 

and Galicia. This choice has been made to try to cover the main questions of 
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this research, the interconnection between the “Tris Syndrome’s” factors, and 

the search of variability within a common ground. Both cases have similar 

government institutions as Spanish regions. But while Galicia is a historical entity 

(nacionalidad histórica) which had access to autonomy via the “fast track” 

(via rápida), Asturias has had access to autonomy only via what has been 

defined as the “slow track” (via lenta). Both regions obtain their financial 

resources through the common fiscal regional system, in which all regions 

except the Basque Country and Navarra are involved. Both regions are 

featured by their peripheral situation, rural structure, and their dispersed and 

ageing populations. Another fact supporting this choice is the limited research 

to date on public policies, social services, or social policy in these regions.30 

As this research is primarily concerned with the factors conditioning the 

development of social services and the factors allowing for change over time, 

the selection of cases is also supported by the fact that they have 

accomplished more than one reform process, more precisely two reform 

processes, concerning the main regional legislation on social services. Between 

1982 and 1992 all Spanish regions approved their regional laws on social 

services. However, only six of them, including Asturias and Galicia, undertook a 

second reform process with respect to social services.31  

All regions, expect Galicia, accomplished a second round of reforms 

about a decade after the approval of the first law. Yet, in Galicia, the second 

round of reforms was approved within a period of less than five years, making it 

the first Spanish region to accomplish such a move. Moreover, this law 

introduced with novelty the recognition and promotion of for-profit initiatives 

and excluded the right of all citizens to guaranteed welfare provision that had 

been awarded as part of the previous social services law of 1987. This particular 

choice makes the case an interesting one for study. On the contrary, Asturias in 

its second reform of 2003 placed emphasis on the recognition of universal social 

rights to social services, and was the first Spanish to do so. This entailed the 

development of social services as a fourth pillar of the system of social 

                                                 
30 Some rewarding examples are: Valedor do Pobo (1994); Saco Alvarez (1996); INE (2000), VVAA 
(2005). 
31 They are: Galicia (1987, 1993), Cataluña (1985, 1994), País Vasco (1982, 1996), Valencia (1989, 
1997), Asturias (1987, 2003) and Madrid (1984, 2003). Therefore, the analysis of different reform 
processes is expected to help us to understand how ideas and options have changed over time, the main 
motivations for change and those promoting change. 
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protection. This particular choice also makes the case interesting for further 

study.  

In addition, these regions have shown different approaches in relation to 

the public provision of social services for the elderly in the last few years. On the 

one hand, Galicia has shown a preference for the development of services 

putting the emphasis on promotion of the private initiatives and market 

mechanisms, via the introduction of a programme of vouchers known as 

“cheque asistencial”. On the other hand, Asturias has preferred the 

development of social services with emphasis on public provision and 

guaranteeing social rights.  

Last but not least, from the group of regions that have undertaken a 

second reform process on social services legislation, Galicia and Asturias 

present the highest percentages of elderly citizens (NSR and pressure factor) 

and also surpass the national mean. The percentage of the population aged 

65 years and older in 2000 was 21.4 in Asturias; 20,3 in Galicia; 17.3 in Catalonia; 

17.2 in the Basque Country; 16.6 in Valencia; 14.8 in Madrid and 16.9 in for the 

total of Spain (IMSERSO, 2002). Moreover, as the cases selected have 

accomplished two reforms to social services legislation in 1987/2003 and 1987-

1993 respectively, this allow us not only to make comparisons over time but also 

between cases, that is, a total of four comparisons: between first and second 

reform processes in each case (1987-2003 in Asturias, 1987-1993 in Galicia), 

between first reforms in each region (1987 in Asturias and Galicia), and lastly, 

between second reforms in each region (1993 and 2003 in Galicia).  

  

6. SOURCES 

In order to put this research strategy into practice, I have used primary 

and secondary sources. The material and sources for the characterisation of 

social services have been mainly databases on social services, legislation 

concerning the specific services and official documents from the national and 

regional administration. For the analysis of the policy-making processes in the 

two cases selected I have used legal texts, official documents and datasets 

from the central and regional governments, parliamentary documents from 

regional and central government, the electoral programmes of national and 
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regional parties and press analysis.32 These sources are complemented by the 

use of interviews with individuals and/or groups involved in the decision-making 

process, both at the national and regional level and with professionals working 

in the area of social services (see Appendix III: Interviews).33 

It is important to signal here one of the main problems of this research, 

that is, the acquisition of comparable data sources, or indeed any data sources 

on social services, particularly at the regional level, for the entire period with 

which I am concerned. Therefore, on some occasions it will not be possible to 

provide a detailed overview of the evolution of policy covering the whole 

selected period of time. Moreover, regional ministries of social services have 

tended to be associated with other areas, such as health or labour, which has 

tended to give less visibility to the policy area, a situation that applies to both 

cases analysed.  

Besides, much of the regulation does not come from regional laws, but 

from regional decrees and concrete regulations in the area, which makes the 

information extremely scattered. For example, the first national dataset 

including complete national and regional data only came out in the year 2001. 

Furthermore, there are regions that do not provide annual information covering 

their activities. For instance of the two cases analysed, in Galicia annual 

information on the activities of the General Direction of Social Services 

(Dirección Xeral de Servicios Sociais) has been published since 1990. However, 

the annual data included is not always coincident. In Asturias, publications by 

General Direction of Social Services only exist for the period 1987-1991 and 

information from the body in charge of the management or residential 

institutions since 1995. 

                                                 
32 References to legal texts appear in original source or language and have been translated or explained in 
English on specific occasions. Quotes from parliamentary proceedings, legislation, or other documents 
have also been translated from the original language (Spanish or other) to English. Note for instance that 
most of the documentation on the Galician case is in Galician. A similar situation applies when using 
material from Catalonia, where on some occasions, parliamentary proceedings and debates are in Catalan. 
33 All quotes from interviews have been translated from Spanish to English. 
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‘One of the components of our national conscience is the delay feeling, in 
relation to the countries that we consider advanced in the West. We did not 
accomplished either in time or in form the socio-political bourgeois 
revolution and the industrial socioeconomic revolution” Casado (1997:176) 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 This chapter is mainly about the analysis of the components of the “Tris 

Syndrome”. With this aim, it investigates the historical development of social 

(care) services for the elderly as a NSR in the context of the general evolution of 

the Spanish welfare state and changes in the territorial structure in the country 

from the 70’s to the present. 

 This chapter is divided into four sections. In the first section, before 

proceeding with an investigation into the historical development of this policy, I 

analyse the main features of the evolution of the Spanish welfare state and 

consider the main changes that have occurred in several policy areas during 

the time-scope analysed here. The aim is to gain a better understanding of their 

particular development and policy dynamics in each case in order to make a 

comparison with that of social services. After doing this, I start with the historical 

analysis which is divided into three time-periods.34  

 The second section of this chapter concentrates on the period ranging 

from the fall of the authoritarian regime in 1975 to the victory of the Socialist 

Party (PSOE) in the 1982 general elections. Here I analyse what the initial 

                                                 
34 This follows time-periods of recent evolution of the Spanish welfare state differentiated by Guillén, et 
al. (2001). 1975-1982: Period of expansion without departure from the historical path. 1982-1993: period 
of universalisation. 1993-today: period of rationalisation. 
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situation of social services at the beginning of the democratic period was, and 

what the ideas and possible attempts to reform social services involved. 

 The third section analyses the period 1982-1993. It investigates the impact 

of period of the Socialist Party in power with respect to social services: the 

existing ideas for the reform of social services, the failure to implement a 

national law or framework on social services, the process of approval of 

regional legislation on social services within the country, and the 

implementation of non-enforced measures by the central government in 

collaboration with other policy layers which aimed at promoting equality and 

at avoiding territorial differentiation.  

 The fourth section analyses the period 1993-2004. It investigates the 

period of the Popular Party (PP) in central government, their promotion of what 

they called the “new principle of solidarity”, and some of the changes 

undertaken in this period. The launch of public debate on care problems and 

the possible creation of a long-term care system in Spain are also investigated 

here. 

 The analysis undertaken here will show how the evolution of the policy 

under scrutiny finds wide similarities with that of the evolution of the Spanish 

welfare state, mainly insofar as the periods 1975-1982 and 1982-1993 are 

concerned. At the same time, it signals certain common points with minimum 

income and family policies over pensions and health care. Moreover, this 

analysis will allow us to appreciate how the components of the “Tris” have both 

facilitated and constrained the development of this policy.  

 More precisely, we will see how the combination of a complex and 

unclear institutional design, plus a departure point characterised by poorly 

developed public policy have strongly shaped social services policy in Spain. 

These two factors may have impeded the explicit voicing of demand in the 

administrative and political spheres. On the one hand, the “pressure” of 

demand has not been considered a problem until recently. On the other hand, 

the complex and unclear institutional design and low policy development may 

have contributed to maintaining care problems as an essentially private issue. 

 However, and despite this, care for the elderly has progressively been 

seen as a NSR. This has been coupled with a change in the priorities and 

policies towards this social group and social services policy in general. In this 
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respect, this chapter points out how a continuous process of policy updating 

and learning has been envisaged, with both external (international) and 

internal (national) diffusion processes taking place. In this respect, it is important 

to flag up how the implementation of non-enforced measures by the central 

government despite government’s progressive loos of importance in the 

development of these policies, has contributed to the relative homogenisation 

of these policies. Last but not least, the evidence elicited from this chapter 

highlights the academic, professional, political arenas, as well as regions (both 

as regulators and innovative agents), as central intervening actors in these 

processes. 

 

1. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE SPANISH WELFARE STATE AND POLICY 

DEVELOPMENT IN OTHER SOCIAL POLICY AREAS 
In this section I analyse the major trends of evolution in Spanish welfare 

and the main policy developments in other policy areas. 1975-1982 has been 

characterised by its non-departure from the inherited macro-institutional design 

of the social protection system (Guillén, 1992, 1996). Here, more radical 

departures from the inherited Bismarckian model were hindered by several 

factors. First, the coincidence of the period of transition with the oil shocks 

forced attention to be focused on the restructuring of the economy. Second, 

the priority placed on the stabilisation of the new democracy and the redesign 

of political institutions. Third, the consensus character of the Spanish transition 

also slowed down decisions. 

Nevertheless, despite the absence of radical changes, this author 

reports how the Spanish welfare state grew both in financial efforts, through the 

use of general revenues, and in population coverage. At the same time, it did 

not corrode intentions of left wing parties, unions and the population with 

respect to the social aspects of democratisation, pointing to the attainment of 

an intensification of social protection and extension of tax-funded non-

contributory benefits. Therefore, it is possible to claim that democratisation 

opened a wide window of opportunity for new changes, and it allowed a 

range of “new” actors to participate finally in the policy-making process.  

Guillén et al. (2001) characterise the period 1982-1993 as the main 

period of expansion of the Spanish welfare state, its beginning coinciding with 
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the PSOE’s arrival in power with an absolute majority. This period was also 

characterised by the beginning of the “Autonomous process”, which allowed 

regional governments to increase their policy action as a whole. The general 

and radical process of transformation in the country was also influenced by 

one of the main aims of the new democratic rule, the will to join the EEC. The 

European project was clearly present on the left, where the achievement of 

European levels of social protection was one of the main objectives of social 

policy reforms. In 1986, Spain finally joined the EEC, connecting at last with the 

general aspiration to become fully European. 

Regarding the period 1993-2004, we should mention how initial 

universalisation had to face adaptation and updating processes, mainly during 

the 90’s. According to Guillén et al. (ibid) this period was characterised by a 

clear redesign of existing policies, where rationalisation, increased efficiency 

and cost-control shaped reforms. However, this did not lead to a lack of 

expansionary actions. Lastly, the consolidation of the “Autonomous State” 

achieved its peak more than two decades after the launch of its working 

machinery.35 

At this point, I proceed to describe the main features of the 

development of other policy areas: pensions, health care, minimum income 

programmes (IMIs) and family policies. The most important features of pension’s 

policy in Spain can be summarised by some of the following aspects. For 

instance, the existence at the beginning of the democratic period of a 

centrally regulated, coordinated and managed system of a non-universal 

character that aimed to be extended and ameliorated. This system has always 

maintained its central character and has never been under any pressure to 

decentralise, mainly because this might entail social cohesion problems. It is 

also possible to refer to an extensive and influential engagement of social 

partners, mainly unions, and of general public support regarding reforms in this 

area. Moreover, economic factors have also framed adjustments on this policy 

area. At the same time, income maintenance, in the form of pensions, is both 

perceived and regulated as a right.36 

                                                 
35 For an extensive report of the first twenty years of the “Autonomous State” in Spain, see: Subirats and 
Gallego (2002). 
36 For an extensive reference on pension policies in Spain, see: Guillén (1999), Herce (1998) and Mota 
(2002). 



 

 45 

Regarding health care, the inherited centralised care system of non-

universal character, which has been progressively universalised and 

decentralised, should be signalled. Health care was universalised due to the 

will to extend social protection, and decentralised, mainly due to regional 

claims and general public support (Rico, 1997). Yet, decentralisation was 

accomplished along the lines of a defined system already in existence. 

Decentralisation implied, among other things, regional innovation.37 Moreover, 

universalising and decentralising moves, plus the economic situation have 

contributed to policy redesign. Lastly, health care reforms have been 

accomplished with the extensive engagement of social partners, professionals 

and bureaucracies, population and regional government, the latter mainly 

when discussing decentralisation issues. 

In relation to IMIs, it is possible to characterise them as a system of recent 

creation, regionally regulated, coordinated and managed. This has been 

framed by the will to extend social protection within the country, and the 

extensive and influential intervention of regional governments and social 

partners (Arriba, 1999).38 Moreover, the particular understanding of political and 

administrative elites in responding to this issue has also been of utmost 

relevance, as can be exemplified by their non-altruistic mediation on behalf of 

risk-bearers.  

Lastly, I refer to family policies. These were not institutionalised as a 

component of the Spanish welfare state at the beginning of the democratic 

period, and their remit was of a limited and marginal nature. In this respect, the 

historical legacy and the rejection of past policies framed their take-off 

(Valiente, 1997)39 during the period of main the expansionary moves by the 

Spanish welfare state. Moreover, despite the improvement in and development 

of this policy area after the 90’s,40 the unclear institutional design as between 

the different levels of government has also shaped its evolution. Lastly, we can 

refer to the increasing, intervention of social partners and public claims 

                                                 
37 On health decentralisation: see: Rico (1997, 1998). 
38 See Arriba (1999) for a complete description of the factors motivating the implementation of IMIs in 
Spain. For a shorter version in English, see: Moreno and Arriba (1999). 
39 For a complete analysis on family policies in Spain until the early 90’s, see: Valiente (1993) and 
Naldini (1999). 
40 On this issue, see: Rubio (2002). 
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concerning family policy, and the important imprint of political and 

administrative elites in their design of such policy. 

 

2. 1975-1982: INSTITUTIONAL INERTIA AND RENEWED PUBLIC DISCOURSE 

 
New organisation and the inheritance from the past 

In historical terms, Spain is a young democracy that came into being 

with the fall of Francoism in 1975, the celebration of the first democratic 

elections in 1977 and the approval of the Constitution in 1978. Democratisation 

brought about major changes in the country, and of primary interest for this 

research, changes in the area of social policy. However, in order to understand 

the current Spanish system of social services, it is important to start by 

mentioning the fact that at the beginning of the democratic period the 

situation was characterised not by an integrated public system of social 

services, but by dispersed public action by different bodies or sub-sectors. For 

instance, services of the Social Security System for the elderly and the disabled, 

were provided by the National Institute of Social Services (INSERSO), created in 

1978 for gainful employees and their dependants. Poor Relief (Beneficencia), 

and General Directorate of Social Action and Social Services also provided 

services and benefits. The General Directorate was the main instrument of 

social assistance at the time, but it also included social services from the central 

government. At the same time, other social services were handled by various 

bodies, such as the Patronages (Patronatos) for women, youth and prisoners, or 

the National Fund for Social Assistance (FONAS) that provided 

welfare/assistance pensions to the ill and the elderly.  

The public system was complemented by extensive private action, 

mainly non-profit. Private organisations and the church constituted, and still 

constitute, an important element in the provision of services (i.e. Red Cross and 

Caritas), mainly in the areas of kindergarten provision and residential homes for 

the elderly and the mentally ill. Moreover, several private companies organised 

services for their workers. Therefore, the situation could be characterised not as 

an integrated public system of social services, but as the provision of public 

services by different institutional bodies, with private provision playing an 

important role. In other words, social services, and in particular social 
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assistance, were provided within different organisational systems and placed 

an important burden on private organisations and the family. 

Concerning the protection of the elderly, the main legacy of the pre-

democratic period was marked by a tradition of social action characterised by 

the weakness of public initiatives, a lack of resources to face social needs, 

paternalism in areas concerning social protection, and lacking public social 

protection culture internalised by different social actors (Campos Egozcue, 

1996: 250). However, this should not lead us to think that no public action or 

initiatives were taken in the area. For example, in 1970, the “Social Service of 

Assistance for the Elderly” (Servicio Social de Asistencia a los Ancianos)41 was 

created within the framework of the Social Security.42  

Moreover, since the 70’s the development of social services for the 

elderly was coupled with the desire to intensify and extend income protection 

for the elderly through pensions43, and guarantee their health through the 

health care system. However, it is important to note that these systems were far 

more developed than social services at the beginning of the democratic 

period. The will to extend income protection and guarantee the health of the 

elderly had as its main objective the modification of the social representation 

and isolation of this population group. In this respect, the guarantee of the 

economic well-being of the elderly through pensions was one of the main 

priorities of the time, at least as far as policies concerning the elderly were 

concerned (i.e. see UCD, 1979; PSOE, 1979).  

In 1978, the National Institute of Social Services (INSERSO) was created for 

the management of social services for the elderly and the disabled of the 

Social Security.44 Social services for the elderly of the Social Security had initially 

been regulated by the Order of 26 February of 1971 that approved the 

National Plan of the Social Security for the Assistance of the Elderly. It only 

covered beneficiaries of the Social Security System and a regime of direct or 
                                                 
41 Later called Service of Attendance of Pensioners (SAP). 
42 Orden de 19 de marzo de 1970, por la que se establece el Servicio Social de la Seguridad Social de 
Asistencia a los Ancianos. 
43 The research done by GAUR (1975) analysing living the conditions of the retired elderly in Spain 
reports that 12% had n source of income, one in three received less than 6 Euro per month, and that 50% 
received less than 12 Euro per month. 
44 In 1978, three other institutes devoted to health care, pensions, and unemployment were created: the 
National Institute of Health (INSALUD), the National Institute of Social Security (INSS) and the 
National Institute of Employment (INE). The creation of these bodies brought with it the democratisation 
of participation mechanisms allowing social agents to acquire representation in the relevant managerial 
and administrative committees. 
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concerted action for residential homes, homes for the retired, holiday 

programmes in residential homes, thermal services and home help.  

This situation shows the presence of different types of users due to the 

provision of services by different organisational bodies. On the one hand, those 

who had access to social services via the Social Security System, namely those 

affiliated to Social Security. On the other hand, those who did not contribute to 

the system and were without access to these services, having instead to refer to 

the Beneficence or social assistance of the state, which was mainly based on 

poor-relief actions. Therefore, it was not only possible to find different 

organisational bodies providing services for the elderly, but also different types 

of users depending on the system they belonged to.  

In December 1978, the Spanish Constitution was approved. Predominant 

centralisation during authoritarian rule implied that restoring democracy 

entailed changes in the territorial organisation and division of power. Mainly for 

the Basque Country and Catalonia, but also for other regions, democracy 

could only be consolidated if accompanied by substantial autonomy in one 

form or another (Aja, 2001: 231). Yet, constitutional decentralisation ended up 

being ambiguous and contradictory, due to existing differences between its 

proponents. The lack of agreement on the range of powers to be devolved 

and about the degree of hierarchical control to be retained by the central 

state, created two main functional problems (Rico, 1997: 118). First, an unclear 

distribution of responsibilities between the central state and regional 

governments that made the implementation of the decentralisation formula 

problematic. Second, the uneven distribution of responsibilities between 

different types of regions,45 which allowed for the maintenance of a strong 

central state bureaucracy, still in charge of implementation in several policy 

sectors in the standard regions. 

The approval of the Constitution was a crucial moment, not only for 

Spanish history, but also for the development of social services. However, the 

main interest of the Constitution vis-à-vis social services concerns the distribution 

of responsibilities, rather than their substance and content. The Constitution 

                                                 
45 The Constitution recognised two types of regions: “special regions”, mainly those with intense majority 
of claims to self-government, and “standard regions”, which were given different political rights in terms 
of the range of powers they could assume and the time period in which they could acquire rights to 
autonomy. 
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states that social assistance is the responsibility of the regions (article 148.1.20).46 

Yet, contrary to the attribution of responsibilities on social assistance, the 

Constitution did not articulate the attribution of power with regard to social 

services. Moreover, the Constitution allowed the regions the possibility to claim 

as their own all responsibilities that were not listed as the main and exclusive 

jurisdiction of the central government (article 149.3).47 Consequently, regions 

started to claim a large number of these functions/responsibilities, integrating 

them into their Statutes of Autonomy (regional constitutional laws). This was the 

case with respect to social assistance and social services of the central 

government. The next table shows how these functions were incorporated, 

using unequal, confused and imprecise terminological categorisation within the 

different Statutes of Autonomy.  

 

TABLE 2.1: EXCLUSIVE COMPETENCIES INCLUDED IN THE STATUTES OF AUTONOMY IN 
RELATION WITH SOCIAL ASSISTANCE OR RELATED ISSUES 

 Benefi-
cence 

Social 
Assistan-

ce 

Social 
Wel-
fare 

Special 
social 

services

Social 
servi-
ces 

Community 
Develop-

ment 

Benefit 
Founda-
tions(*) 

Elderly 
People

Andalusia -- X -- X X X X X 
Canarias -- X -- X X -- X  
Catalonia -- X -- X -- -- X  
C. 
Valenciana 

-- X -- X -- -- X X 

Galicia -- X -- X -- X  X 
Navarra -- X -- X -- X X X 
B. Country -- X -- X -- X X -- 
Aragón -- X X X -- X -- -- 
Cantabria -- X X X -- -- -- -- 
C. Mancha -- X X X -- -- -- X 
Baleares X X -- X -- -- -- X 
C. León -- X -- X X -- -- -- 
Madrid -- X -- X -- -- -- -- 
Extremadura -- X X X -- -- -- -- 
Asturias -- X X X -- -- -- -- 
Murcia -- -- X X X -- -- -- 
Rioja -- X X X -- -- -- -- 

Source: Own elaboration based on Casado (1997:195) and Alonso and Gonzalo (2000: 133) 
 

                                                 
46  “1. The Autonomous Communities may assume jurisdiction in respect of the following matters: (...) xx) 
social assistance (...).” (article 148.1.20 of the Spanish Constitution). 
47 “(…) 3) Matters not expressly assigned to the State by virtue of the present Constitution may fall under 
the jurisdiction of the Autonomous Communities by virtue of their respective Statutes. Matters for which 
jurisdiction has not been assumed by the Statutes of Autonomy shall fall within the jurisdiction of the 
State, whose laws shall prevail, in case of conflict, over those of the Autonomous Communities regarding 
all matters over which exclusive jurisdiction has not been conferred upon the latter. State law shall, in all 
cases, be supplementary to that of the Autonomous Communities” (article 149.3 of the Spanish 
Constitution). 
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There has been an important juridical debate concerning the position 

and definition given to social services and social assistance and the full 

jurisdiction given to regions in the Constitution.48 However, the main interest 

here lies in knowing what the political option was exercised in this case. As 

argued, the Constitution only gave regions full responsibility for social 

assistance. However, the initial political option exercised by the regions was 

that of full responsibility not only for social assistance, but also for social services, 

including those of the central government.  

The decentralisation process of social assistance and social services soon 

began. Social services under Social Security (INSERSO) were the only ones to 

remain in the hands of the central government. These services were also 

transferred to the regions between 1981 and the mid-90’s. Yet, as Casado 

(2002:47) states, the transfer of social services managed by the INSERSO was 

carried out without the worry of retaining strategic equipment with which to 

develop future benefits or national interventions of an egalitarian nature. 

Instead they retained mainly low relevant services for these future possible 

actions. Consequently, it can be argued that the INSERSO basically emptied its 

intervention role. 

Once Social Security social services were transferred to the regional 

level, they were integrated into the existent organisational structures. This 

process had important consequences. I will try to explain this with an 

example.49 The idea to retain from this process is that the regions merged 

everything at the management level. As a consequence everything seemed to 

be the same: social services from the Social Security, social assistance and 

social services from the Central Government. However, in the hypothetical 

case in which regions might have to return some services or infrastructures to 

the central government, they would no longer know what belonged to full or 

shared responsibilities. An example is for instance that where there used to be a 

kindergarten, now there is a day centre for the elderly.  

The paradox that arises here is that the central government could readily 

have passed a law reforming Social Security social services, despite the fact 

that these had already been transferred to the regions. Within such a reform it 
                                                 
48 For a wider analysis of this debate see: Alonso and Gonzalo (2000), Aznar (1984, 2000) and Sáenz 
Royo (2003). 
49 Interview with Casado, D. Technical Director-Royal Patronage for Disability (Real Patronato sobre 
Discapacidad). 
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could include a user’s contribution of a 50% of the cost of social services of the 

Social Security, taking into account the fact that central government has 

responsibilities regarding Social Security economic regime. In this case, regions 

would have to differentiate between services and say to users: “if I provide you 

with a service under the Social Security (i.e. alarm systems) you will have to pay 

the 50% of the cost, but if I provide you with services that fall under the public 

services of the region, I can do it for free”.50 This situation is hypothetical, but 

can help us to understand how political practice does not match juridical 

reality. This argument has also been confirmed by Alonso and Gonzalo 

(2000:137) who state: 

 

“(…) analysing what is happening in practice, everything leads us to 
conclude the total assumption of the social services of the Social 
Security by the regions, not only with respect to execution, but also in 
the instrumentalisation of the normative (….), within a region, the 
unified management of social services tends, by nature, to the 
absorption of them in all their dimensions”.  
 

However, this situation implies certain problems, taking into account the 

fact that the basic legislation and economic regime of social services of the 

Social Security are the full responsibility of the central government (article 

149.1.17 Spanish Constitution). In addition, it reinforces the inaction on the part 

of the central government with respect to social services of the Social Security. 

In fact, it is possible to argue that the adoption of social services as a full 

regional responsibility, or at least the adoption of a particular terminology, 

created certain confusion in the development of regional legislation on this 

issue.  

In this respect, regions aimed initially to develop their own systems of 

social services on the basis of the responsibilities attributed by the Constitution. 

We can refer to this as a normative compulsion to mark out spaces of power. 

However, the objective they were trying to fulfil was not that easy taking into 

account the lack of means to do so (i.e. several regions approved legislation 

on social services before receiving transfers of services from the INSERSO). 

Moreover, this was also coupled with financial constraints in accomplishing 

these aims. What is more, and as I have already mentioned, an additional 

                                                 
50 Interview with Casado, D. Technical Director-Royal Patronage for Disability (Real Patronato sobre 
Discapacidad). 
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problem is that the Constitution neither defined, nor regulated, social assistance 

and social services. In this respect, it could be said that those who wrote it did 

not have a clear idea of what the area constituted, making imprecise 

reference to it and deciding to decentralise it completely.51  

 Nevertheless, and despite the fact that regions had started to mark 

spaces of power, or were in the process of doing so, the Unión de Centro 

Democrático (UCD) government managed to pass an important piece of 

legislation, the Law 13/1982 on Social Integration of the Disabled, commonly 

known as LISMI.52 This law introduced a national care allowance (subsidio a 

terceras personas), which constituted the precedent of the current non-

contributory invalidity pension and the first clear recognition of dependency 

problems in Spain. It aimed to compensate the extra expenses due to the need 

for a third person to help with the main activities of daily living. It had no relation 

to the level of income neither did it put any age limit on the concession. 

Consequently, it allowed many people over 65 who could not have accessed 

an invalidity pension under the Social Security System to access compensation 

benefits from another source. 53 

 

New ideas for the change 

Having considered some of the main characteristics of social services 

during this period, it is important to look for further indicators that provide us with 

a better understanding of the existent situation of social services in Spain, and 

the interest or lack of interest in modifying this area within the country. In 

January 1978, under the UCD government (1977-1982), the Ministry of Health 

and Social Security called upon a group of international experts to evaluate 

the situation of social services and make proposals regarding its reorganisation 

within the general context of political and administrative reforms in the 

country.54 

                                                 
51 Casado (1997:190-191) reports that although the final text of the Spanish Constitution did not mention 
the term Beneficence, it was included in the first drafts of the text. The term Beneficence was finally 
eliminated due to an amendment by Mr Martín-Retortillo in which he argued that it was somehow 
shameful to use it. He also argued that the non-inclusion of this word was not a question of content, but of 
vocabulary, and the negative connotations of the term. 
52 Ley 13/1982, de 7 de abril, de Integración Social de los Minusválidos. 
53 For a review of the problems and positive aspects of the implementation of the LISMI, see: Casado 
(1992). 
54 The European programme for social development of United Nations provided this consultation process. 
United Nations (1979) (cited in Casado, 1997:27). 
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These two proposals included the following aspects (Casado, 1994: 

1750). First, the approval of a national law on social services was 

recommended. This law aimed to establish citizen’s rights, obligations, functions 

and criteria regarding benefits and services, the relation of social services to 

other systems such as health or social security, the distribution of responsibilities 

between territorial levels, and the regulation of the relations between the 

public and private sector. Second, outside the possible regulations included in 

the national law, it was also proposed that the action of different ministries be 

coordinated through inter-ministerial commissions.55  

The above proposals foresaw political power returning to the central 

government, at least insofar as maintaining the capacity to approve basic 

norms of social services. However, according to Casado (1977:27) these 

suggestions of a centralist character were mainly proposed to eliminate the 

institutional fragmentation characteristic of the non-democratic administration, 

rather than to avoid territorial disintegration. Third, the relation between the 

different territorial levels was promoted through the principle of 

decentralisation. In this respect, it was first recommended that the central level 

be reorganised in order to avoid multiplicity and confusion in a context of 

decentralisation without previous reform.56 Fourth, it was suggested that the 

relations between the public and non-profit sector be developed through 

social participation and through the consideration of these organisations as 

providers of services. Finally, with the aim of promoting social participation, they 

suggested creating specific bodies of participation that could complement 

other participation channels. 

Further proof of the rising interest in the situation of social services in Spain 

can be found in the publications and analyses devoted to this policy area 

which started to appear during the 70’s and the beginning of the 80’s (i.e. 

CEBS, 1979, 1983; Casado, 1977; de Las Heras and Cortajarena, 1979; Rodríguez 

Cabrero, 1982). These publications show the interest in breaking with the 

inherited policy, as well as some of the principles and ideas informing changes, 

such as universality, decentralisation or participation. Social workers and other 

professionals were also engaged in the analysis and proposal of foreseen 

changes.  
                                                 
55 This proposal would contribute to the creation of the National Institute of Social Services (INSERSO). 
56 This will not be accomplished and will cause wide problems within the country. 
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An example of this was the III National Meeting of Social Workers 

celebrated in September 1977. This was an important instrument for social 

workers and other professionals to debate their experiences and helped boost 

the claim to the administration of the need to implement a public system of 

social services in Spain (Cebrían Polo, 199?). Furthermore, in 1984, the 

conclusions of the V National Congress of Social Workers stated: “It is essential 

to overcome in our State the predominant confusion within programmes of 

social policy and social action (Public Beneficence, Social Assistance and 

Social Services from the Social Security), by their integration into a unique net of 

Public Social Services” (Revista de Servicios Sociales y Política Social, 1984:80). 

However, it is important to signal again how rupture, development of 

proposed changes, and the desired implementation of new ideas were not 

easy tasks. For instance, it is possible appreciate both the consciousness of 

problems in the existent/inherited system and the main ideas to overcome it. At 

the same time, reform of social services must be viewed within a general 

process of transformation and changes, coupled with recent democratisation 

in the country. Implementation problems could be sensed due to the important 

weight of past policies on the development of any new system. In other words, 

there was a clear will to change and overcome the existing situation, 

consciousness of the institutional problems and constraints of the existent 

organisation, and of the increasingly unclear institutional design that did not 

facilitate the launch of the new system. Nevertheless, organisational, rather 

than clear reforming moves, would happen during this period. 

 

3. 1982-1993: EXPANSION AND INNOVATION 

 

The approval of regional legislation on social services: the regional race to 

acquire new political powers 

In October 1982, the Socialist Party gained office with an absolute 

majority, repeating the same success in the general elections of 1986 and 1989. 

The Socialist rule lasted until 1996, having from 1993 to 1996 a reduced majority. 

These years of Socialist government coincided with the main period of 

expansion of the Spanish welfare state. At the same time, they allowed this 

party to exercise a critical and prolonged action within social policy. It is 
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possible to claim that reform and changes to social services during this period 

were indeed shaped by this party’s (PSOE) ideology. In fact, the PSOE was the 

most active party defending a public universal system of social services for all 

citizens. An example is that when analysing the political programmes of other 

main representative parties of the time, the PSOE was the only one to devote a 

specific section to social services57 (PSOE, 1982). 

However, PSOE’s proposals were not new. Some of them had already 

been expressed in the resolutions on social services of the XXVIII and XXIX 

Congresses of the PSOE58 (del Valle, 1986a, 1986b), and of the I and II Federal 

Meetings on Social Services59 (PSOE, 1979a,601981). The PSOE’s programme for 

the elections of 1982 did not include the proposal of a national law on social 

services foreseen in the recommendations of the national congresses and 

meetings mentioned before. Yet, during 1983 and 1984, there was an attempt 

by the central government to do so following guidelines similar to the 

recommendations put forward by the international experts in 1978. More 

precisely, in April 1983, the Ministry of Social Security mentioned among their 

main priorities the elaboration of a law on social services.61  

The aim was to develop article 41 of the Constitution,62 so as to establish 

a public system of social services for the whole population within the framework 

of the Social Security. Moreover, among other things, the aim was to integrate 

all the scattered action on social services into a centrally managed body within 

the framework of the Social Security System. In this context, and considering the 

possibility of the creation of different regional systems of social services due to 

the lack of a national law or framework, the Central Government decided 

once again to call on a group of international experts in 1984 to ask for advice 

in relation to the elaboration of a national law on social services.63 The 

indications provided were based mainly on the line of action of the Nordic 

                                                 
57 See for instance AP/Coalición Democrática (1979), AP (1982), and UCD (1979). 
58 Celebrated in May 1979 and October 1981. 
59 Celebrated in 1979 and 1981. 
60 It contains a selection of the documentation of the I Federal Meeting on social services of the PSOE. It 
also includes a chapter on the organisation of social services in several countries. 
61 The General Direction of Social Action, Ms Patrocinio de las Heras, also referred to this project of law 
in an interview published in October 1984 (Revista de Servicios Sociales y Política Social, 1984a: 14-17). 
62 Article 41: “Public powers will maintain a public regime of Social Security for all citizens, 
guaranteeing the enough assistance and social benefits against situations of need, mainly in 
unemployment situation. Complementary assistance and benefits will be free”. 
63 A report of this consultation can be found in Martner and Mukunda (1984). 
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countries and the UK (Martínez et al. 1996: 209). Yet, this attempt of reform did 

not manage to succeed. 

Regarding the reasons for such a failure, it is possible to refer to the 

following factors. First, the opposition and veto from the regions, which were 

vying for as many responsibilities as possible and claimed attributed 

Constitutional responsibilities in the area. Second, the fact some regions had 

already started to approve regional legislation on social services, or were in the 

process of doing so. Third, the desire of the central government to avoid 

conflicts such as the one that had just flaired up with some regions regarding 

the Organic Law for the Harmonisation of the Autonomous Process (LOAPA). 

Last but not least, the lack of political will or manoeuvrability to sell the proposal 

by the central government. If we bear in mind that the government’s project 

was inserted within the frame of the Social Security, it could perfectly well have 

approved a law regulating at least the social services of the Social Security 

based on the constitutional responsibilities given to it by article 41. However, this 

was not the case. 

The lack of approval of a national law on social services has deeply 

affected the current structure of social services in Spain. Nowadays, there is 

deep and wide consensus, but it is not clear yet whether the real will exists with 

respect to the need for a national framework or regulation of this kind. In fact, 

in 1998, during the government of the PP, its group in the Senate proposed a 

National law regulating the area (Senado, 1998).64 However, it created great 

opposition and rejection mainly from the Basque and Catalan nationalists as 

they considered it was against regional responsibilities on social services and 

social assistance. 

Therefore, it is possible to find great similarities with some of the 

arguments constraining the non-approval of a national law on social services at 

the beginning of the 80’s, that is, regional government’s opposition to such a 

proposal. The implementation of any similar action has not taken place to date. 

The failure to pass a national law on social services was not the only friction 

between the central government and regional governments in this area during 

the 80’s. For instance, in 1986, the Galician government took a conflict of 

competencies to the Constitutional Court against the central government in 
                                                 
64 Appendix I (Parliamentary Proceeding and Bulletins) includes references to all the Parliamentary 
Proceedings and Bulletins quoted in this work. 
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reaction to the announced launch of economic programmes of social action 

at the supra-communitarian level.65  

According to the Galician government, action on these plans could not 

reside at the national level given regional exclusive competence in matters of 

social assistance. The Constitutional Court resolved that, despite the exclusive 

powers of the regions in this field, the Central government could also develop 

programmes of social assistance taking as their basis the guarantee of the 

Constitutional principle of equality that aims to ensure equal treatment across 

the whole territory.66 This sentence opened up the possibility of the Central 

government developing programmes to promote equality and equal 

treatment within the country. Moreover, it has allowed central government to 

continue exercising, at least, a non-enforced role within this policy area, which 

somehow has contributed to a certain homogenisation of the Spanish system of 

social services.  

Between 1982 and 1992, all regions passed regional laws in an attempt 

to establish public regional systems of social services, and some of them have 

passed, in the last few years, a second wave of legislation (see table 2.2). The 

main contribution of this first wave of regional legislation has been to set up for 

the very first time a unified framework of reference for this area that tried to 

systematise and to end previous dispersion. This first wave of regional legislation 

is characterised by a great homogeneity in its configuration and is inspired by 

common principles such as universality, decentralisation, participation or 

information. 

                                                 
65 1986 was the year with the highest claim of conflicts over competencies between regional and central 
government. See Máiz, et al. (2003) and Grau (2000) for extensive references on this issue. 
66 Sentencia del Tribunal Constitucional 146/1986, de 25 de noviembre. 
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TABLE 2.2: REGIONAL LAWS ON SOCIAL SERVICES (IN FORCE AND ABOLISHED) 
• Basque Country:67 Law 6/1982, 20th of March, on social services, abolished by Law 5/1996, 18th of 
October on social services 
• Navarra: Law 4/1983, 30th of March on social services 
• Catalonia: Law 12/1983, 27th of December abolished by Law 4/1994, 20th of April on social 
services 
• Madrid: Law 11/1984, 6th of June on social services, abolished by Law 11/2003, 27th of March on 
social services, abolished by Law 11/2003, 27th of March on social services 

• Murcia: Law 8/1985, 9th of December on social services, abolished by Law 3/2003, 10th of April, 
social services, systems of social services 

• Castilla la Mancha: Law 3/1986, 16th of April on social services 
• Baleares: Law 9/1987, 11th of February on social action 
• Aragón: Law 4/1987, 25th of March regulating social action  
• Asturias: Law 5/1987, 11th of April, on social services, abolished by Law 1/2003, 24th of February 
on social services 
• Extremadura: Law 7/1987, 23rd of April on social services 
• Canarias: Law 9/1987, 28th of April on social services 
• Galicia: Law 9/1987, 27th of May, abolished by Law 4/1993, 14th of April on social services 
• Andalusia: Law 2/1988, 4th of April on social services 
• Castilla-León: Law 18/1988, 28th of December on social services 
• C. Valenciana: Law 5/1989, 6th of July, abolished by Law 5/1997, 25th of July regulating the 
system of social services 
• La Rioja: Law 2/1990, 10th of May on social services, abolished by Law 1/2002, 1st of March on 
social services 
• Cantabria: Law 5/1992, 27th of May on social action 

Source: Own elaboration 
 

At first sight, it might be expected that the development of regional 

legislation without a national law or framework would provoke relevant 

differences in the final result. Another possibility might have been that not all 

regions decide to accomplish reforms in this area. However, this was not the 

case. Previously, I mentioned the will to mark out new spaces of power by 

regional governments. Therefore, it is possible to argue that the creation of the 

Autonomous State created a race between regions in terms of developing their 

regional institutions, and proving to their populations, other regions, and the 

central government their capacity as new policy actors.  

This race or chain process of approval of regional legislation can be 

considered as one of the main reasons accounting for the homogeneity or 

(what might be called) ‘institutional isomorphism’ in their regulation of social 

                                                 
67 The Basque Country was the first region to pass legislation, but not the first to take such an initiative. 
The first attempt at legislation, by Socialist party, was in Catalonia in 1981. This initiative was almost 
coincident in time and was highly similar in its propositions with the one passed by the Basque Socialists. 
This fact would reinforce the socialist/PSOE imprint on the first wave of regional legislation on social 
services. 
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services. 68 This can be explained as well by the mediation of certain factors in 

the creation of new regional administrations (Ramió and Salvador, 2002:101-

102). One the one hand, tensions and uncertainty regarding the creation of the 

Autonomous State left in a secondary position the construction of 

administrative devices within the new organisations. On the other hand, far 

from amounting to a search for a reference framework in which to consolidate 

the new model of territorial political distribution, administrative reorganisation 

was instead carried out with no clear landmark.  

Consequently, the result was that new political structures were 

developed, based mainly on past-framed inertias incorporated through the 

transfer of powers, structures, and human resources. The configuration of both 

the political and administrative cultures would end up close to that existing at 

the central level. Therefore, new regional structures often inherited central 

government’s strengths, but also its weaknesses, and reproduced central 

design at the regional level. 

In addition, it is possible to signal a second factor accounting for 

homogenisation: the prominent influence of the ideology scattered throughout 

the country. Since the beginning of the democratic period changes, attempts 

and interests in creating a public system of social services began to arise, 

adopting principles such as universality, decentralisation, integration and 

cooperation between different agencies and actors. In particular, the idea of 

the need to develop a universal system, decentralised and public in character, 

was hegemonic in the culture of the left, influencing both the configuration of 

the system of social services and regional legislation in the area.  

For instance, the denominated “Catalan school of social services” had a 

major influence in the promotion, development and visibility of the area with its 

publications and visits to several European countries.69 The Catalan School was 

also closely related to the PSOE and contributed to the previously mentioned 

guidelines and resolutions of the PSOE’s congresses.70 Moreover, the previously 

                                                 
68 According to DiMaggio and Powell (1991), institutional isomorphism refers to the fact that 
organisations tend to adopt institutional accepted and consolidated formula existent in their main 
framework of reference. 
69 See for instance, Rubiol (1982, 1986). 
70 It is possible to find these coincidences in the guidelines and resolutions on social services of the 
XXVIII and XXIX Congresses of the PSOE (del Valle, 1986a, 1986b), I and II Federal Meetings on 
Social Services (PSOE, 1979a, 1981), and electoral programmes of this party for the elections of 1982 
and 1986 (PSOE, 1982, 1986). 
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mentioned consultation of international experts in 1978 and 1984 allowed Spain 

to observe and to learn from other international experiences. In this respect, we 

should signal how the main model of references regarding social services policy 

was that of the Scandinavian countries. 

I have just made reference to the hegemonic idea on the left regarding 

the construction of a public system of social services based on universal 

principles. However, despite the absolute majority of the PSOE in the national 

government, and the fact that almost all Spanish regions were governed at this 

time by the PSOE, it is possible to refer to a general social democratic 

consensus in terms of the development of social policies in the country. As 

Casado argues: “during the democratic transition in Spain we were all social 

democrats, it didn’t matter if you were from the PSOE or UCD, and, our 

paradigms were the British Health System and the Swedish Welfare State”.71 

Note as well that the central government provided common advice and 

exchanged information with some regions in the elaboration of their regional 

legislation. 

As a whole, this group of factors has had an important influence on the 

content of the first wave of regional legislation on social services and the 

promotion of its homogenisation and social democratic imprint.72 However, as 

Beltrán Aguirre (1991:378-379) states regarding this group of legislation: “These 

laws, which were created as head norms of the correspondent normative 

group, have incorporated a series of basic or general principles that inform the 

administrative activity in the area (…). We are in front of perceptions that 

formulate good will but with an important demagogic component”.  

In other words, it was one thing to agree over the declarations of 

principles in the laws, and another altogether, to agree on their application. 

This situation could be described as a clash between ideology/ideas and their 

implementation. Casado (1994) denominates this as “artificial social 

democratic consensus” for the development of a public system of social 

services, which would end up in what Rodríguez Cabrero characterises as 

“empty social-democracy”.73 In other words, an important consensus with 

                                                 
71 Interview with Casado, D. Technical Director-Royal Patronage for Disability (Real Patronato sobre 
Discapacidad). 
72 The social-democratic imprint of the first wave of regional legislation is also supported by Casado 
(1997). 
73 I am grateful to Prof. Rodríguez Cabrero for this comment. 
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regard to the development of a public policy existed. However, this would 

have to face cost-containment and institutional constraints that would affect 

its development.  

Through legislative development and transfers from the central 

government, the regions had acquired a great portion of the responsibilities for 

social assistance and social services. However, some of the problems faced by 

them were that their organisations were still influenced by the features of the 

Beneficence and they were little adapted to the some of the principles 

included in regional legislation. Therefore, the development of the principles 

promoted in regional laws proved to be a difficult task. In addition, it can also 

be argued that decentralisation without previous clear reorganisation at the 

national level, or the existence of a consolidated system of social services in 

Spain, has constrained and framed its development.  

Moreover, lack of development was also related to some of the 

following factors: first, the absence of political compromise and interest in the 

area. Second, the presence of the remaining image of the old Beneficence 

within the minds of politicians and within the organisation of services, which 

could also be extended to the still prevalent lack of clear social demand on 

the issue. Third, the absence of operability of the principles included in the 

terms of development of mechanisms intended to implement these principles. 

Fourth, the lack of full responsibility by the regional governments for the 

accomplishment of all the principles and ideas proposed, and the scarcity of 

financial resources to accomplish these aims. Or lastly, the lack of clear 

knowledge regarding existing services and user’s needs, taking into account 

the fact that regional maps of resources reporting existing services and/or 

needs were not elaborated before the approval of their laws. As a whole, this 

process could be described as “constrained path dependency”, where a 

complex institutional design and the burden of past policies appeared as 

fundamental issues. 

 

Non-enforced measures as a way of alleviating heterogeneity 

For the very first time in Spanish history, a Ministry of Social Affairs was 

created in 1988. This was an important step, as the Ministry tried to concretise 

and concentrate social service action in one body. Yet, the Ministry had scarce 
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means and manoeuvrability capacity due to the decentralisation of social 

services undertaken during the 80’s. Within the Ministry it was understood that 

decentralisation had impeded the development of plans to organise and 

secure the universality of the system of social services as a whole. Moreover, the 

effects of the decentralisation of social services were generally evaluated in 

negative terms due to the lack of control over policies and budgets. The need 

for intervention mechanisms for the creation of infrastructure was also 

recognised, through the agreement with other administrations and 

governmental organisations. Consequently, the Ministry decided to focus its 

intervention on Plans that entailed common guidelines of action among the 

different administrations.  

Regarding these Plans, one of the most important achievements of this 

time-period was the 1987 agreement between central, regional and local 

government to develop the “Concerted Plan for the Development of Basic 

Provision of Social Services by the Local Authorities” (Plan Concertado para el 

Desarrollo de las Prestaciones Básicas de Servicios Sociales de las 

Corporaciones Locales). This Plan did not include the Basque Country, Navarra, 

and Ceuta, and Melilla would be incorporated only after some years. Its main 

aim was to encourage the creation of a basic or primary network of social 

services at the municipal level which would play the role of a convergence 

instrument among the different levels of government in order to guarantee 

minimum coverage of services to the whole population. It also aimed to 

compensate the municipal faith in regional legislation, which was mostly 

delaying its implementation.74 Consequently, existing social service structures 

were incorporated into those created by the Plan, and within a few years a 

whole network of centres had developed across the country. Note, for 

instance, that between 1988 and 1992 the number of centres of social services 

grew from 389 to 813 and the number of users from 1 million in 1990 to 2.2 million 

in 1992. 

                                                 
74 It is important to remember that decentralisation was included among the main principles of regional 
legislation aiming to develop an integrated network of social services. Thus, municipalities were to carry 
out the bulk of service provision, but the powers of legislation, planning and coordination with the private 
sector would rest upon regional executives and parliaments. In this respect, it should be mentioned that 
responsibilities in the provision of social services for municipalities of more than 20.000 inhabitants had 
already been foreseen by the Basic Law for Local Government in 1985. 
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The development of the Plan was based upon universalistic principles, 

its central objectives being the following: information and counselling, social 

and day-care services for the elderly and the disabled, non-permanent 

accommodation for abused women, single mothers, orphans or maltreated 

minors, prevention, and social insertion. The network of centres promoted by 

the Concerted Plan allowed for the development of a basic level of primary 

services across Spain and was supported by all regions, except the Basque 

Country.75 The initial annual funding of the Plan combined similar contributions 

from the central, regional and municipal administrations. However, over the 

years regions, and especially municipalities, have had to shoulder the main 

financial contributions to the system (see the next figure). This situation has not 

meant, however, that municipalities have gained more control concerning 

welfare services, as regions have reserved for themselves the stronger 

responsibilities and normative functions. Meanwhile municipalities have only the 

capacity to provide services of primary attention with high financial 

dependency on regional and national grants. 

 
FIGURE 2.1 :(%) FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE CONCERTED PLAN (1988-2002) 
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The Ministry also pursued coordination with other governmental bodies 

through the development of other General Action Plans (i.e. Old-Age, Drugs, 

Equal Opportunities). These Plans provided indicative lines of action with no 

legal obligation, combined with financial resources to accomplish Plan’s aims. 

                                                 
75 The Basque Country did not agree with the financial distribution of resources. 
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One of the Ministry’s main priorities at that time was the planning of a coherent 

approach to the consequences of an ageing population. The result of this 

political priority was the Old-Age Plan (Plan Gerontológico) (INSERSO, 1993).  

This Plan can be considered as the main point of departure regarding 

current debate about ageing as a global NSR in Spain. It was elaborated by 

the INSERSO between 1988 and 1991, with relevant discussion and observance 

of other international experiences, and launched in 1992. Its aim was to give an 

integral and coordinated answer, as between the three administrations, to 

respond to the challenge posed by ageing populations. The Old-Age Plan 

established four basic lines of action, which were indicative and carried no 

legal obligation: pensions, health and health services, social services, and 

culture and leisure. It included, among other things, the first explicit recognition 

of informal care, it suggested desirable coverage rates regarding the provision 

of services to be achieved in the next decade, and it introduced a gender 

perspective.  

One of the cornerstones of this Plan was the promotion of active ageing 

and quality of life in the community,76 which constituted a change from the 

existing policy approach. During the 80’s, while some countries in Europe had 

already been already fighting the battle against de-institutionalisation for years, 

Spain was living in the golden age of construction of high-capacity and well-

equipped residential homes for self-sufficient people with multiple socio-

economic deficits.  

However, since the end of the 80’s, conceptions of services supporting 

the advantages of offering attention within the community, started to gain 

ground in Spain.77 As a consequence, an important shift in the policy discourse 

with respect to the elderly took place, and attention was shifted from 

residential homes to the development of community services.78 A parallel effect 

was also perceived in the increasing role of the family and devolution of 

functions to this unit, which paradoxically had never been abandoned. After 

                                                 
76 This is not a special characteristic of the Spanish case, as the promotion of care at home or in the 
community is one of the main international trends in the provision of social services for the elderly. This 
implies a move away from institutionalisation as the main response to care problems for the elderly and 
towards the development of community-based alternatives.  
77 The promotion of communitarian policies had been raised by international agencies such as the WHO 
and the UN. 
78 Residential homes have continued to be constructed, but with the main focus on those designed for the 
“assisted” population. 
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this conceptual change, social intervention would be organised on the basis of 

the concept of help with the aim of maintaining and respecting the autonomy 

of the individual, by supporting the individual’s will to remain within his natural 

environment or community. All in all, it is possible to argue that both the Old-

Age Plan and this conceptual change meant a shift in the initial point of 

departure regarding a global vision on policies for the elderly in Spain and 

explained the rising importance placed on this population group as a 

consequence of their increasing number and growing life expectancy.79 

I mentioned before how the LISMI introduced a care allowance which 

gave people over the age of 65, who did not have access to an invalidity 

pension from the Social Security System, the chance to benefit from this 

allowance. However, the Law 26/1990, establishing the non-contributory and 

invalidity pensions of the Social Security ended this loophole, considering the 

care allowance only as a complement to the non-contributory invalidity 

pension.80 Not only that, but it also established 65 as the maximum age for 

eligibility. The consequence was that any dependency occurring after that age 

went again uncovered; this remains the case today.81 The non-coverage of 

dependency situations after the age of 65 in Spain was also extended to 

contributory pensions of the Social Security. Instead, situations of dependency 

over the age of 65 are recognised through Personal Income Tax and can 

indeed imply tax reductions, mainly to families living with an elderly or disabled 

member. 

 

4. 1993-2004 NEW CHALLENGES AND ADAPTATION 

 
The emergence of the new concept of solidarity 

In 1996, the Popular Party (PP) won the general elections with a relative 

majority, increasing this success in 2000, when it obtained an absolute majority. 

Coupled with the rise to power of the PP in 1996, the ascendancy of the liberal 

thesis characterised the end of the 90’s. For the conservatives a new social 

                                                 
79 An extensive reference on this issue can be found in Sancho and Rodríguez (2001). 
80 The main contribution of this law was to award means-tested benefits for the old-aged and disabled 
citizens outside the Social Security System and dependent family members. 
81 On the contrary, in Italy, a national care allowance (indemnità di acompagnamento) is financed by the 
national government and makes available to all severely disabled people, regardless of their age, playing a 
very important role in the support of care needs of elderly people. For a description of the situation of 
long-term care in Italy, see: Gori (2000). 
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ethic based on individual responsibility was required. Thus, they made it their 

aim to promote new forms of solidarity, including via the mobilisation of public, 

private and voluntary resources for social policy (Guillén and Matsaganis, 

2000:139). This shift was known by the PP as the new concept of solidarity (PP, 

1993; 1996). According to this party:  

 

“The State (…) cannot intend, on the other hand, to arrive at all 
the points and to be omnipresent, because experience has 
shown that some lacuna can only be compensated for through 
social initiative. For this reason, the principle of subsidiarity is the 
one that prompts the politics of the Popular Party in this area” 
(PP, 1996)  

 

In other words, the line promoted by the conservatives implied the 

endorsement of non-direct provision of services, meaning that public funding 

should not necessarily mean public provision. Consequently, the non-profit 

sector would see its position reinforced, and the for-profit sector would extend 

its action, sometimes even substituting the non-profit one. The new concept of 

solidarity also included the family as one of the keystones of society. All in all, 

these ideas can be framed within the two main objectives of the PP with regard 

to social policy. First, economic growth was considered as a condition for the 

advancement of social protection. Second, social protection was foreseen as 

amounting primarily to the creation of employment possibilities (Guillén and 

Matsaganis, ibid: 139).  

In 1996, during the last year of the PSOE’s rule, a Law on Voluntary Action 

was passed.82 In July 1997, already during the PP’s rule, the Plan on Voluntary 

Action 1997-2000 was approved.83 This Plan identified concrete measures and 

actions in four areas of intervention: awareness, promotion, support and 

coordination. Since this time, many regions have signed agreements for the 

acquisition of compromises regarding the development of projects on 

voluntary action. This has amounted to a widening of their participation and 

intervention in this area. Moreover, several regions have also passed regional 

laws on voluntary action. In June 2001, the II Plan on Voluntary Action for the 

period 2001-2004 was approved along similar lines to the previous one.84 

                                                 
82 Ley 6/1996, de 15 de enero, del Voluntariado. 
83 http://www.pntic.mec.es/recursos/voluntariado/ 
84 http://www.mtas.es/SGAS/ONGyVoluntar/Voluntariado/IIPlanVolun.htm 
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With the access to power of the PP in 1996, the Ministry of Social Affairs 

disappeared and was merged with the Ministry of Labour. At the same time, a 

General Secretariat for Social Services was created within the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Affairs. As a consequence, it is possible to claim that social services 

policies became less visible and lost even more significance at the national 

level. This same year, the INSERSO widened its competencies to include 

migration issues, and changed its name to IMSERSO (Institute of Migration and 

Social Services). However, in the late 90’s, with the end of the transfer of its 

services to the regions, the role of the INSERSO was reduced.85 Its current main 

roles are the promotion of inter-territorial equity, promotion of research, supra-

regional planning, mediation and cooperation with regions, municipalities and 

NGOs.86 

From 2000 onwards, 100% of the budget of the IMSERSO was funded by 

general taxes and not by social contributions. Changes and transformation 

occurred within the IMSERSO, with the institutional nature of social services of 

the Social Security affected by these dissolvent transfers and the change in the 

source of funding. Further, there is no doubt that these changes have 

debilitated the material capacity of the central government to exert direct 

competence on the issue. Once again, this reorganisation has not served to 

reinforce social services under the Social Security. 

At the end of the 90’s, the evaluation of the Old-Age Plan for the period 

1992-1997 was completed (IMSERSO, 1999).87 It was considered as satisfactory in 

pensions, social participation, culture and leisure and un-satisfactory in health 

and social services due to the persistence of coordination problems between 

social and health services and/or continuing under-provision of certain services. 

The evaluation included opinions from different layers of government and 

NGOs regarding the Plan’s influence on their policies and actions. The 

mainstream point of view was that it had been important and positive. In 

addition, it was unanimously accepted that there was a need to elaborate an 

updated version of the Plan in which the central administration, with the 

consensus and cooperation of the regional governments, should have the main 

                                                 
85 In an informal conversation with a person working at the IMSERSO, I was told that this was the 
million-dollar question. 
86 Note that the only responsibilities remaining with central government (social services for the elderly) 
are those kept by the IMSERSO. 
87 No other evaluation was elaborated after this period. 
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initiative in its elaboration. In this respect, there was also full agreement that the 

central government should assume its constitutional responsibilities concerning 

the harmonisation of regional policies in this area, and that the new Plan should 

become the framework of reference for these policies.  

As regards concrete proposals, we can refer to the elaboration of a 

framework or basic law on social services, a law on dependency, a normative 

framework on socio-health coordination, the regulation of home help, a 

catalogue of social benefits, the regulation of the system of access to services, 

and the homologation of minimum conditions and authorisation of services and 

centres. The main conclusion we can elicit from the implementation of this Plan 

is that it has constituted a breaking point concerning policies for the elderly in 

Spain. At the same time, it has generated a general dynamic and impulse 

among the different administrations and social groups to develop new 

programmes and resources. An example is that during the 90’s several regions 

and municipalities approved their own Old-Age Plans88 following the guidelines 

of the national one.89 However, there are also some negative points related to 

the role of this Plan, as it is argued that it has basically ended up amounting to 

no more than the transfer of money from the central government for the 

development of basic infrastructure (i.e. residential homes, day centres). 

 

The emergence of the debate over the creation a system of long term-care in 

Spain 

The technical, academic and scientific debate on the consequences of 

ageing processes and the care needs of the elderly started to emerge in Spain 

at the beginning of the 90’s, mainly after the implementation of the Old-Age 

Plan. However, its take off and incorporation in the political agenda is fairly 

recent. In this respect, we should signal the book “Ageing and social protection 

of dependency in Europe” edited by the IMSERSO (Rodríguez Cabrero, 1999), 

the report on the ageing population problematic in Spain elaborated by the 

Senate (Senado, 1999), and the report of the Spanish Ombudsman on socio-

health attention for the elderly (Defensor del Pueblo, 2001). These publications 

provide concrete data, and have contributed to opening up the debate 
                                                 
88 Some had already done more than ten years before. For instance, in 1980 Navarra had already set up its 
own Old-Age Plan. 
89 See for instance: Comunidad Foral de Navarra (2000), Gobierno de la Rioja (2002), Junta de 
Extremadura (2002) and Xunta de Galicia (2001). 
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regarding dependency issues. Moreover, they propose the creation of 

legislative measures for dependants and their regulation mainly in the 

framework of the Social Security System. These suggestions, mainly those of the 

Spanish Ombudsman, followed along the lines of the German, Austrian and 

Luxembourg models and aimed to create a new Social Security pillar based on 

article 41 of the Constitution.90  

As I have already mentioned, the Spanish debate about the possible 

options concerning long-term care for the elderly has not taken place outside 

the international arena. The awareness that challenges ahead were in many 

ways widespread and common increased rapidly in the second half of the 90’s 

(i.e. Pacolet, 1999; Consejo de Europa, 1998). Moreover, in the last few years 

cooperation on ageing issues has been promoted and developed within the 

EU.91 In fact, the challenge provoked by ageing populations can be 

considered at present a recognised NSR within the EU. Yet, debate on this issue 

is still incipient in comparison with other areas of social protection, such as 

social inclusion, pensions or health care.  

After the evaluation of the Old-Age Plan in 1999, what was intended as 

its follow-up, “The Action Plan for Old-Age 2000-2005”, was elaborated (MTAS, 

2000). The Action Plan appeared more innovative than its predecessor. It 

included as its central points assistance to those in situations of dependency 

and the possibility of implementing public long-term care insurance,92 support 

for carers, improvement of the juridical status of dependants, the need to 

harmonise policies for the elderly across the country, the need for coordination 

between health and social services, and the promotion of care within the 

community and inside a family environment. This Action Plan was elaborated 

by the IMSERSO, after an important process of debate and discussion with 

Ministries, regions, experts and the National Council on Ageing. It was 

presented at the Sector Conference on Social Affairs in January 2000 and 

evaluated very positively.93 However, due to the increase in expenditure it 

                                                 
90 The main recommendations suggested following the French or German model and gradually providing 
benefits according to levels of dependency (Maldonado Molina, 2003: 79). 
91 See for instance: European Commission (2001, 2002) and Consejo de la Unión Europea (2003). The II 
World Assembly on Ageing celebrated in Madrid in 2002 also included in its recommendations the 
promotion and inclusion of dependency coverage (Naciones Unidas, 2002). 
92 At the end of the year 2000, there was much confidence in the IMSERSO regarding the implementation 
of long term-care insurance in Spain. 
93 Regional governments had participated in their elaboration but claimed specific funds for the Plan. 
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implied, it was never sent to the Council of Ministers for approval, and was left 

to one side until the end of the legislative period, 1996-2000.  

At the end of 2002 the IMSERSO salvaged the project, under the new title 

the Action Plan for the Elderly 2003-2007 and the Action Plan was approved by 

the Council of Ministers in August 2003 (MTAS, 2003b). Yet, the proposals 

included in this Plan would be less innovative and developed than the ones 

foreseen by the Action Plan 2000-2005. Contrary to the follow-up to the Old-

Age Plan, which despite problems in getting approval was eventually 

accepted, the Alzheimer Plan did not come to the same end. In this respect, it 

is possible to mention the existent consensus on its importance and need. 

However, due to, among other factors, a lack of agreement over funding and 

the complexity of achieving decisions within a multi-level system, which both 

delayed and impeded the accomplishment of certain common aims, it did not 

succeed in gaining consent. 

During this period, the debate on coordination between health and 

social services experienced major amplification. In the legislative period 2000-

2004, the Ministry of Health created a commission of experts for the elaboration 

of a document concerning such coordination and several proposals were 

debated. In 2001, the Ministry of Health and Consumption also developed a 

draft providing the basis for socio-health attention. Previously, in December 

1993, this Ministry and the Ministry of Social Affairs had signed a Framework 

Agreement for the development of socio-health services for the elderly.94 

Moreover, in 1994 the National Institute of Health (INSALUD) developed the 

basis for health services for the elderly (INSALUD, 1994). Belief in the need for 

socio-health coordination was fully shared by different administrations and 

professionals. Yet, its actual achievement still cannot be considered completely 

satisfactory and socio-health coordination remains a major challenge.95  

However, despite the recommendations of the previously mentioned 

reports, mainly the ones made by the Ombudsman, the steps taken by the PP 

during the legislative period 1996-2000 took a divergent direction. The possibility 

of implementing private insurance began to be considered. In this respect, the 

                                                 
94 Acuerdo Marco entre los Ministerios de Asuntos Sociales y Sanidad y Consumo implying the Convenio 
de Colaboración Interministerial para la Atención Sociosanitaria de las Personas Mayores. 
95 We should mention again that one of the main problems lies in the fact that these systems rely on two 
different approaches, the universalistic one of the health sector, and the mean-tested one of the social 
services sector. 
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Law 5/1999 approving the budgets for the year 2000 included a government 

compromise to elaborate a report for the Parliament about insurance for 

dependency. This included a proposal to regulate a fiscal framework and 

normative modifications to the provisions provided within pension plans, 

mutualidades de prevision social, and by insurance companies (Maldonado 

Molina, 2003: 79). In May 2000, a draft on the possibility of implementing private 

insurance as a basic instrument for dependency was elaborated (Dirección 

General de Seguros, 2000 in Rodríguez Cabrero, 2004b). However, the second 

draft, completed in summer 2001, was more sceptical about this possibility. At 

the same time, it was more in the line with the idea of combining private 

insurance and public policies. Yet, no initiative of the kind was taken during PP’s 

rule, which ended in 2004.96 

In April 2001 the central Government, the trade union CC.OO, and two 

main entrepreneurial associations, CEOE and CEPYME, signed an Agreement 

for the Improvement and Development of the Welfare System (Acuerdo para 

la mejora y el desarrollo del sistema de protección social).97 It included a 

specific section on dependency, containing a basic framework for action and 

a compromise between the three layers of government to design a policy for 

dependency guaranteeing equity throughout Spain. Moreover, it was also 

agreed that a working committee be set up to provide basic guidelines for 

action on dependency before the end of June 2002. In October 2003, a 

commission of experts was finally constituted. In June 2004, its final report 

recommended the implementation by law of an obligatory public and 

universal insurance to cover the cost of care for dependants. The funding of this 

insurance was to be covered by social workers’ contributions, entrepreneurs 

and the State.98 

In 2002, a new conflict of competencies between the Central 

government and one of the regions took place. The conflict was raised by the 

central government against the Andalusian government due to two decrees 
                                                 
96 This may seen surprising as the implementation of the long-term care insurance was reported as a given 
fact by some specialised newspapers. “The PP will have ready before the end of the year the Law on 
Dependency. It will be processed before the summer jointly with the pension’s reform” (Nuevos Seguros-
17-4-2001-http://www.1a3soluciones.com/seguros./ARTICULOSNUEVOS SEGUROS.htm) “The 
insurance on dependency about to see light” (Fundación ONCE-diciembre 2000-
http://www.fundaciononce.es/graficos/programa-accion/n2-2000/pag14_15.asp). 
97 This agreement is available in: http:// www.tt.mtas.es/periodico/documentos/200104/doc20010409.htm. 
See also: http://www.tt.mtas.es/periodico/seguridadsocial/200104/ss20010404.htm 
98 Redacción Accesible. 10-6-2004. http://www.famma.org/noticias2004/060421.HTM 
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approved by the latter providing complementary and unique economic 

payments to non-contributory pensions.99 The government claim was not 

accepted on the basis of regional competencies on social assistance. 

However, the members of the Constitutional Court did not reach a consensus 

over this decision. This shows how the fight of regional governments for their 

exclusive competencies over social assistance frames the evolution of the 

system once again. 

A basic component of policies for the elderly is the guaranteeing of the 

economic well-being of this group through pensions. In this respect, in 1995 the 

Toledo Pact was signed in order to ensure the viability of the public pension 

system. Within the context of the Toledo Pact, the sub-commission of Congress 

in charge of its evaluation began to pinpoint problems of dependency as a 

public responsibility (Congreso de los Diputados, 2001a, 2001b). Moreover, the 

recommendations of the Toledo Pact, published in October 2003, set forth the 

need to put into practice the effective political undertaking in order to establish 

a law for the protection of long-term care (Congreso de los Diputados, 2003). 

However, despite the fact that different possibilities have been and are 

still under debate, no clear solution has been decided upon as yet. For 

instance, state intervention during the PP’s time in power mainly took the form 

of increasing tax deductions for dependants and families and providing 

income transfers, rather than achieving a global action on coverage of 

dependency needs.100 In this respect, it is possible to argue that catalyst for a 

clear move towards dealing with dependency has been conditioned by 

several concurring factors in the last few years. 101  

                                                 
99 Decreto de la Junta de Andalucía 284/1998, de 29 de diciembre, por el que se establecen ayudas 
económicas complementarias, de carácter extraordinario, a favor de los pensionistas por jubilación e 
invalidez en sus modalidades no contributivas. Decreto de la Junta de Andalucía 62/1999, de 9 de marzo, 
de modificación del Decreto 284/1998, de 19 de diciembre, por el que se establecen ayudas económicas 
complementarias, de carácter extraordinario, a favor de los pensionistas por jubilación e invalidez en sus 
modalidades no contributivas. 
100 For instance, in July 2003, the Council of Ministers approved a credit of 12 million euros for a 
programme promoting care of elderly dependants at home. Its aim was to establish economic support for 
families, carers or the dependent elderly, to sustain informal care in order to maintain people as long as 
possible at home. The programme was developed through a system of co-financing between the Ministry 
of Work and Social Affairs and the regions that wished to join the programme. The minimum benefit was 
to be a monthly payment equivalent to 35% of the minimum inter-professional income. It was intended 
that regional administration would take care of management (Trabajo y Asuntos Sociales 25-7-2003 
http://www.tt.mtas.es/periodico/). 
101 Rodríguez Cabrero (2004b) raises similar arguments. 
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First, the lack of real social and public visibility of the problem, coupled 

with a weak and unclear political position both on the part of political parties 

and unions. Second, the way of managing the proposal, whereby any 

reference to a national attempt to establish a system for dependency which 

included the term social assistance, (or any other connoting full responsibility of 

these governments), was strongly opposed by regions. Third, political priority 

was given to the reform of other policy areas, such as pensions or labour market 

issues. Fourth, emphasis was placed on an economic policy favourable to 

social expenditure and to the increasing influence of the private sector and 

privatisation measures in social policy. 

Nevertheless, very recent moves seem to have taken a positive direction, 

and it seems that there may now be a chance to approve of a national system 

of dependency in the current legislative period (2004-2008). One of the main 

positive points for its success is the support of the PSOE, the current majority 

party, in government since March 2004. However, this success not only involves 

the desire for the change of this party, but also the negotiations with other 

social partners, which are finally starting to take position on the issue. Up to now 

two positive steps can be underlined.  

First, the elaboration and presentation both in the Congress and Senate 

of the White Book on Dependency, providing an extensive report of this 

problem and outlining the possible solutions (MTAS, 2005), has been a major 

step. This report characterised dependency following the French and German 

models and considers that a national dependency system should include the 

following aspects: universal benefits, public character of benefits 

independently of their funding or management, equality of access and equal 

contribution of users across the whole territory. At the same time this report also 

makes reference to the possibilities of employment creation in this sector and 

the need to guarantee quality in the provision. Second, a framework for social 

dialogue with social agents with regard to possible measures has been 

created. Last but not least, the inclusion and shift towards the approach of 

dependency coverage in the pensions reform debate following the last 

recommendations of the Toledo Pact, would herald a radical change both in 

the approach and negotiations. Yet, wide discussion on key issues such funding, 

area of application or management remains necessary. 
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Therefore, it seems to be a given that the political debate regarding 

long-term care for the elderly and dependency has already been put on the 

political agenda, and that possible options are being discussed.102 However, I 

agree with Rodríguez Cabrero (2004b) that whilst the debate is delayed 

regarding the adoption of a new policy at the national level, the regions will 

continue to provide their own solutions, with their limited financial resources. For 

instance, during the 90’s some regions passed a second wave of legislation on 

social services aiming to improve and develop initial legislation in order to 

adapt their intervention and action to the evolving social reality.103 But, the 

regions retained an assistance-based approach in terms of care. Within this 

second wave of reforms, it is worth mentioning the reforms in Madrid and 

Asturias, both of which consider social protection of long-term care. Asturias 

even defines a parcel of universal social benefits for the protection of different 

long term-care situations.104 Moreover, regional plans for the coordination of 

social and health services have also been developed. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

Two pieces of information, one of an empirical nature with specific 

reference to the analysis provided, and another, of a substantive character, 

broadly related to the policy analysis, are encapsulated within these 

conclusions. While the first empirical section facilitates a general comparison of 

the evolution of policy in this area with that of the Spanish welfare state 

generally, the second substantive section brings into this discussion three 

concrete issues, those of the “Tris”, and comparisons with other policy areas. 

I present first the empirical points. The analysis of the first time period 

(1975-1982: institutional inertia and renewed public discourse) gives an account 

of the changes which occurred in Spain due to the window of opportunity 

opened by democratisation and the beginning of the autonomous process. At 

the same time, it reports the appearance of new ideas regarding changes 

within the policy domain, social services included. In this respect, it is worth 

                                                 
102 This was during the last period of the PP government (2002-2003). 
103 On reviewing some of the preambles of the second wave of legislation, the adaptation of current 
policies to a new social reality and the time elapsed between first and second reforms appeared as the 
main motivations. 
104 Cantabria has also regulated long term-care attention and protection of dependants through specific 
legislation (Ley de Cantabria 6/2001, de 20 de noviembre, de atención y protección a las personas en 
situación de dependencia). 
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underlining how the Constitution left responsibilities regarding social services 

and social assistance uncertain. The newly created regional administration 

profited from this situation to start regulating this policy area. It was hoped that 

weak public initiative and public culture, uncoordinated action, and the 

complex character and centralisation of social services would be alleviated 

through consultation with international experts. Further, it is worth mentioning 

how the main priority at the time with regard to policies for the elderly was 

focused on improving pensions and health care. At the end of this period, and 

despite general inaction in this policy area, initiatives towards decentralisation, 

universalisation and implementation of an integral action started to be taken. 

The second period (1982-1993: expansion and innovation) shows how 

the regions profited from Constitutional recognition as policy actors, the “hole” 

left by the Constitution regarding social services policy, and the inclusion of 

some of these responsibilities in the Statutes of Autonomy. Regions started to 

regulate their own social services legislation, while the central government did 

not succeed in providing a national framework of any sort. Several aspects 

were crucial in this process. First, the clear will of regional governments to mark 

out spaces of power in order to reinforce their position as new policy actors, 

which seems to show how institutional consolidation would surpass any social 

aspects within reforms. Second, the relative homogeneity that characterised 

their results should be underlined as well. Third, the will to develop their “own” 

regional systems without any previous clear landmarks, and with the 

inheritance of most of the problems of the old system due to the lack of any 

previous reorganisation at the national level, was also a central aspect here. 

Fourth, the social democratic imprint spread through the country, and 

embedded in the first proposals, it contributed to similar principles of a mainly 

pro-public character in these reforms. Last but not least, despite the will to 

incorporate basic principles informing new administrative and political 

reorganisation, these laws would end up being little more than mainly good will 

signals with an important demagogic component.  

Moreover, during this period the take off of the Spanish system of social 

services started. We can refer here to the approval of new regulations, such as 

regional legislation on social services, the spread of research groups aiming to 

update this policy area, and the celebration of a new consultation with 
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international experts. We can also refer to the initiative of the central 

government in collaboration with other layers of non-enforced measures in the 

form of National Plans aiming to provide financial help and common action 

measures in the system. Of these Plans, the Old-Age Plan (Plan Gerontológico) 

introduced a new conception within policies concerning the elderly, the initial 

recognition of care as a problem, and the focus and main emphasis on new 

principles such as the promotion of care in the community. Yet, the pro-public 

consensus, which characterised the initial steps of the system, would soon be 

broken and welfare mix principles would soon be applied. This arises from the 

inability to break with previous policy due to implementation problems. Here 

the important burden and constraints placed by past policy policies, despite 

the will to overcome it, can be felt.  

The third period (1993-today: new challenges and adaptation) gives an 

account of how care for the elderly has started to be timidly defined as a NSR. 

This can be considered as the main contribution of the scientific and academic 

arenas and of the proliferation of international debates that viewed ageing as 

a whole as one of the current challenges for welfare states. In this respect, new 

measures, such as National Plans, have continued to be implemented with the 

aim of improving persisting problems such as coordination or low coverage. 

New measures have been implemented, and national long-term care is under 

discussion.  

Yet, problems concerning where to locate concrete policies due to 

blurred responsibilities, and new conflicts of responsibility between central and 

regional governments, have taken place. In this respect, the relative inaction of 

the central government regarding the provision of a national framework and 

the continuing loss of visibility of these policies at the national level has been 

solved merely by updating legislation on social services, with the regions 

developing concrete measures in this policy domain. Moreover, political 

ideology, promoted by the PP since 1996, constituted a shift in the main 

principles promoted within this policy area and social policy in general. 

Mobilisation of any public or private resource was to be promoted with the aim 

of enhancing efficiency and competitiveness. Yet, since the rise to power of 

the PSOE in 2004, this is starting to improve. 
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Therefore, the analysis of these time-periods allows us to find wide 

similarities with that of general evolution of the Spanish welfare state, mainly 

regarding the period 1975-1982 and 1982-1993, where no clear departures from 

previous design and main expansion took place respectively. As for period 

1993-today, it is not possible to refer to a clear redesign of existing policies, 

rationalisation, increasing efficiency and cost-control, as social services policy is 

still lagging behind in terms of consolidation when compared with other policy 

areas.  

I proceed now to present the substantive points, which aim to show how 

the “Tris” has both facilitated and constrained the development of this policy. 

First, the increasing importance of the need for a response to elderly care 

needs. Second, the failure to establish a model inspired by the social 

democratic model and the tendency to apply principles more in line with the 

liberal model. Third, the role played by the main regulators in this sector, namely 

the regions, and the relationship with evolved institutional design. Finally, I will 

provide a comparison with other policy areas. 

Concerning the first point, it can be argued that the debate in relation to 

care needs and the right and coverage of dependency issues is now firmly on 

the political agenda. Tools for providing concrete answers are therefore being 

discussed. This has been the main contribution of debate initiated within the 

professional and academic spheres, more recently incorporated into the 

political one. However, this debate is still timid within the social arena, where 

care is often still considered a mainly private issue. Therefore, the actual 

panorama stands at odds with the one in which the initial steps to develop the 

system were taken. At that time, care issues or dependency problems were not 

considered as a priority, both due to the still unperceived pressure of 

demographic and social changes, and/or the priority placed on reform of 

other social policy areas, i.e. pensions and health care. Moreover, if we add to 

this the strong assumption of care being provided within the family, this situation 

seems to leave behind some of the traditional explanations for welfare state 

change (i.e. power resources approach) and place emphasis instead on new 

explanations featuring NSRs policies. This is the mediation of certain policy 

actors rather than risk-bearers in relation to certain needs or problems requiring 

possible change.  
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Regarding the second point, the failure to establish a model inspired by 

the social-democratic model and the tendency to apply principles more in the 

line with a liberal model make it possible to claim that social services and care 

for the elderly have undergone deep changes since the democratic transition 

both in their extension and systematisation. For instance, playing the 

counterfactual scenario: the absence of the PSOE, its close relationship with the 

ideas of certain research and professional groups, and its desire to improve 

social protection in the country, would most probably have implied the 

promotion of less universalistic principles. However, the initial idea of establishing 

a model inspired by the social-democratic tradition and the existing informing 

principles had ended up converging in the application of principles more 

related with to a liberal model.  

Moreover, in the last few years the predominant idea promoted by the 

governing party (PP) has been that of the mobilisation of any public and 

private resources in the provision of services and application of the subsidiarity 

principle on these policies. Therefore, I agree with Serrano and Arriba (1998) 

insofar as both the social service culture and approach is balanced between 

universalism and selectivity. Here, the weight of past policies on the 

development of social services and the difficulties of overcoming, despite 

existent will, the original characteristics of the public/private mix can be sensed. 

Finally, a third substantive finding, hinted at by a particular feature of the 

Spanish case, inevitably arises in the analysis. This is the bottom-up process of 

policy-making, which originated in the regions following the unpacking of the 

previously hyper-centralised country into different territorial and recognised 

policy levels of action. In this respect, one of the main points to underline here is 

the fact that a non-system, as the pre-democratic system might be 

characterised, was constructed from the bottom, via regional governments, 

without previous central reorganisation or clear framework. This process was 

mainly characterised, at the outset, by the regions’ will to mark out spaces of 

power and reinforce their institutional position as policy actors. However, given 

the problems regarding their financial resources and full responsibilities, the 

institutional and fragmented policy-making involved, and the often unclear 

jurisdiction regarding these policies, its develop has been constrained. 
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However, this situation cannot be applied insofar region’s innovation 

possibilities.  

Therefore, these facts would have increased the chances, or contributed 

to the materialisation, of a real or extensive break with the previous path. At the 

same time, they confirm a non-altruistic intervention in the development of 

these policies. Moreover, the problems involved in the development of this 

policy area, where the lack of clearly shared responsibilities and a mixed 

organisational system have been present throughout, would have reinforced 

the lack of awareness of the population as a stable and real component in the 

social protection system. However, it is also possible to mention positive aspects 

related with this process that have contributed to outweigh the above-

mentioned constraints. These are: the consolidation of regional governments as 

policy and political actors, their contribution to new and innovative 

experiences substituting for the lost visibility of these policies at the national 

level, and the relative homogeneity due to the implementation of non-

enforced measures promoted by the central government (i.e. Concerted Plan, 

Old-Age Plan) and to the similarities resulting from the first wave of reforms of 

regional legislation in the country. 

At this point, it is also possible to compare social services for the elderly 

with other policy areas (pensions, health care, minimum incomes and family 

policies). In this respect, fewer similar points have been found with pensions and 

health care than with minimum income and family policies. As regards pensions 

and health care, their level of consolidation at the beginning of the democratic 

period, the higher influence of economic issues on these policies, and the 

engagement of social agents and population on reforms are the main 

diverging issues. As far as minimum income and family policies are concerned, 

the lack of intervention by risk-bearers in the policy under scrutiny coincides 

with social services. However, a clearer institutionalisation and definition of 

responsibilities has been found in minimum income programmes, whilst a less 

organised system exists in family policies much as is the case for social services. 

Nevertheless, we should bear in mind that deeper insights regarding the 

comparison with social services cannot be elicited from a national analysis like 

the one carried out in this chapter. Therefore, before doing that, further 

investigation, mainly in terms of the characteristics of the policy-making 
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processes must be extracted through the analysis of case studies in the 

following chapters. In the next chapter, I will complete this analysis with that of 

the specific outputs of social services policy in order to appreciate to what 

extent the above-mentioned issues have posed challenges to, or facilitated, 

policy-makers in reform and development. 
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“(…) they have already worked enough, now it is their turn to rest. We will 
give them everything done” Sancho and Rodríguez (2001: 261) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter investigated, via a historical analysis of the policy 

area under scrutiny, how the components of the “Tris” have shaped social 

services policy. The aim of this chapter is to analyse and provide evidence of 

the specific policy outputs of this policy. More precisely, its objective is to 

explore to what extent institutional legacies pose challenges to policy-makers 

regarding its reform and development. With this aim, this chapter investigates 

the two dimensions of analysis selected in chapter one: the extension of the 

policy and its institutional design. Moreover, this chapter provides a 

comparative perspective in order to situate Spain within the EU context. 

This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first one, I analyse service 

coverage and expenditure on social services for the elderly in Spain. In the 

second, I begin by investigating the challenges and responses vis-à-vis the 

provision of care for the elderly in the EU. After doing this, I provide the main 

features of the institutional design of the Spanish system at the beginning of the 

democratic period. Finally, I analyse the actual situation paying particular 

attention to the following issues: the characteristics of the provision, funding 

and regulation; decentralisation, coordination, the role of the private initiatives, 

family and public responsibilities, social rights and quality, access and 

entitlement, and participation and information. 

 The results of this chapter show positive evolutionary aspects such as a 

continuous increase in coverage, numbers and expenditure on services. This 
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has been coupled with a change in the main principles guiding this policy area 

and the development of a basic net of services throughout the country. 

However, even though ageing processes appear as a challenge for Spain and 

other EU countries, and actions have, and are being taken. Regarding this issue 

in Spain, the country still shows low service coverage in comparison with other 

EU countries. Spain is among the countries where social services have taken on 

an assistance character (not related to Social Security) and the main care 

burden is placed on families. Moreover, the analysis of the institutional design of 

the Spanish system confirms its complex, unclear, fragmented, and 

decentralised character. This hinders policy development, expansion and 

reform, at the same time, its influence in terms of “higher engagement” of the 

population in this policy area.  

 

1. EXTENSION 

1.1. Coverage of Services 

It is not easy to give a detailed account of the wide range of services 

provided in Spain. Traditional ones (i.e. residential homes, home help) are 

widespread throughout the country. However, some regions and/or 

municipalities have developed their own services. Therefore, here I will only 

make reference to some of the most important ones: residential homes, home 

help services, alarm systems, day centres, and “homes for the retired” (hogares 

de pensionistas). At the same time, services supporting carers and informal 

care are also reported (i.e. tax deductions) here.  
 

Residential Services 

Residential services or residential homes are one of the more extended 

and traditional forms of provision of care for the elderly. Also, this is one of the 

areas that has undergone the most change concerning size, aims and 

management in the last few years. These services offer integral assistance and 

accommodation to people over 65, mainly for those who due to their family 

and socio-economic situation cannot be cared for at home or by their families. 

There are three main types of residential homes: residential homes for the self-

sufficient (válidos), residential homes for those needing partial or complete 

assistance (asistidos), and “mixed” (mixtas) residential homes, a combination of 

the last two types. In the last few years one of the main changes in these 
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services has been to modify its main target population to people who are in 

need of partial or total assistance (assisted). One of the new characteristics of 

these services is the possibility of using residential homes for shorter periods, for 

example with the aim of providing respite to the main carer. In addition, the 

construction of smaller institutions and sheltered housing where the elderly can 

live in a more familiar environment has seen increasing investment in the last 

few years, given that ageing within the community and/or at home is one of 

the principal objectives of care policies for the elderly. 

The following table (table 3.1) provides data about the number of 

places and coverage at the national and regional levels in 1982, 1999 and 

2001. This data informs us about the following issues. First, a continuous increase 

in the partial and total number of places, constituting a rise of 149% in the total 

number of places in the country between 1982 and 2001, should be noted. 

Second, the levels of coverage have also experienced an increase parallel to 

the previously mentioned rise in the number of elderly people over 65. In 1982, 

the coverage of these services in Spain was 2.02 and in 2001 3.18. The latter 

constitutes a decrease of 0.02 from 1999’s coverage (see figure 3.1).  
 

TABLE 3.1: RESIDENTIAL HOMES: NUMBER OF PLACES AND COVERAGE. (1982,1999,2001) 
Regions Places 

(82) 
Places 

(99) 
Places 

(01) 
Coverage 

 (82) 
Coverage 

(99) 
Coverage 

(01) 
Andalusia(*) 14,379 32,364 26,515 2.13(9) 3.40(7) 2.55(12) 
Aragón 4,612 10,353 10,412 2.72(7) 4.34(4) 4.10(4) 
Asturias 2,512 6,473 6,599 1.74(11) 3.05(9) 2.88(11) 
Baleares 1,271 2,005 2,197 1.52(14) 1.78(15) 1.78(17) 
Canarias 1,896 3,395 4,635 1.69(12) 2.03(12) 2.39()13 

Cantabria 1,961 3,433 3,883 3.15(4) 3.70(6) 3.91(7) 
C. León 11,362 25,486 28,473 3.13(5) 4.98(2) 5.22(2) 
C. Mancha 4,976 10.,855 13,640 2.17(8) 3.40(7) 4.00(5) 
Catalonia  6,331 38,439 41,954 0.96(17) 3.89(5) 3.92(6) 
C.Valenciana 6,491 10,891 14,297 1.59(13) 1.77(16) 2.14(14) 
Extremadura 1,734 4,614 5,830 1.21(15) 2.55(11) 2.94)(10) 
Galicia 4,508 8,985 10,511 1.19(16) 1.79(14) 1.93(15) 
Madrid 11,878 20,934 22,142 2.73(6) 3.04(10) 2.93(9) 
Murcia 1,732 2,926 2,943 1.78(10) 1.97(13) 1.81(16) 
Navarra 2,239 3,972 4,712 3.66(2) 4.54(3) 4,.85(3) 
Basque 
Country(**) 

6,807 10,491 12,195 3.46(3) 3.26(8) 3.45(8) 

La Rioja 1,387 2,405 2,717 4.25(1) 5.07(1) 5.29(1) 
Ceuta  104 104  1.46 1.34 
Melilla  233 230  4.09 3.60 
TOTAL 85,776 198,358 213,989 2.02 3.20 3.18 

(*) Data 1982 includes Ceuta and Melilla. (**) Data 1999, includes only Alava and Guipúzcoa. 
Source: Data 1982, Casado (1994). Data 1999: 
http://www.segsocial.es/imserso/mayores/docs/i0_mayobs22.htm#datos. Data 01: (IMSERSO 
2002)  
 

http://www.segsocial.es/imserso/mayores/docs/i0_mayobs22.htm#datos
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This data also informs us about differences in the coverage and number 

of places in each region. In 2001, the highest level of coverage was again in La 

Rioja, C.León, Navarra and Aragón and the lowest in Baleares, Valencia, 

Galicia and Murcia. However, despite the increase both in coverage and 

number of users, Spain is still in the bottom group of provision of this kind of 

services when compared to other EU countries.105 
 

FIGURE 3.1: COVERAGE RESIDENTIAL HOMES 1982 AND 2001 
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As an alternative to traditional institutionalisation in residential homes, 

new services such as sheltered housing (viviendas tuteladas) have recently 

started to be implemented in the country. The main target group of this service 

is the self-sufficient elderly. There is still little information regarding these services, 

due to their novelty or inexistence. Yet, in 2001, it was reported that a total of 

3,558 places existed distributed between 939 “houses” with different 

characteristics (IMSERSO, 2002). Extremadura, Castilla la Mancha, Catalonia 

and Basque Country have seen the most extensive development of this kind of 

initiative. 
 

Domiciliary Services 

Home help is at present one of the main pillars of the Spanish social 

services. The increasing role played by home help in the last few years is mainly 

due to the promotion of the possibility of staying at home, and the 

                                                 
105 See OECD (1996), Pacolet (1999) and ECCC (2003) for comparative data on residential homes. 
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maintenance of the elderly in their community environment. In fact, these 

services are relatively new and they experienced their main period of 

expansion only since the late 80’s. In fact, the ratio of coverage of this service 

was only 0.48 in 1990 (Aznar, 1998). This ratio and the number of recipients of this 

service have seen a continuous increase over the years (see the next table and 

figure).  

In 2001, the total ratio of coverage was 2.07 and the highest coverage 

could be found in Extremadura and Navarra followed by the Basque Country 

and La Rioja. The lowest was in Galicia, Catalonia and Cantabria. However, 

when analysing the intensity of the service and the average monthly hours 

provided, Galicia has the lowest rate of coverage, but is the region where the 

most hours per month are provided. The Basque Country, Castilla-León, and 

Castilla la Mancha follow Galicia as those that provide more hours per month 

to this service. Both Extremadura and Navarra provide levels lower than the 

national mean. Home services reproduce the same pattern as residential 

services in comparative EU terms, the top providers being the Netherlands, 

Denmark, Finland and Sweden, and bottom ones, the Southern countries (ECC, 

2003:100). 
 

TABLE 3.2: HOME HELP. USERS, COVERAGE AND INTENSITY. 1995(*), 1999, 2001 
Regions Users 

+65 
(81) 

Users 
+65 
(95) 

Users +65 
(99) 

Users  
+65 (01) 

Covera
ge 

(95) 

Covera
ge 

(99) 

Cover
age 
(01) 

Intensit
y 

(95) 
(**) 

Intensity 
(99) 

Intensity 
(01) 
(***) 

Andalusia 475  17,028 21,191  1.79 2.04  2.24 8.76 
Aragón 177 2,315 6,008 6,189 1.14 2.52 2.44 3.03 0.52 16.50 
Asturias 26 1,940 3,195 4,095 1.10 1.51 1.79 2.90 3.11 15.40 
Baleares  1,824 2,575 3,431 1.89 2.28 2.78 2.90 3.01 12.00 
Canarias 24  3,179 3,649  1.9 1.88   12.00 
Cantabria 14 855 1,399 1,537 113 1.51 1.55 3.73 2.89 9.83 
C.Mancha 78 3,760 8,091 8,711 1.40 2.54 2.55 4.47 5.98 20.15 
C.León 230 8,297 10,904 13,514 1.91 2.13 2.48 4.45 4.36 21.62 
Catalonia 663  12,195 13,898  1.23 1.30  1.77 6.80 
C. 
Valenciana 

353  4,805 14,430  0.78 2.16  1.17 13.00 

Extremadura 67 4,810 8,500 9,659 3.04 4.69 4.86 3.27 6.47 9.50 
Galicia 157  5,817 7,350  1.16 1.35  2.54 34.00 
Madrid 579 2,205 13,649 14,240 0.38 1.98 1.89 4.99 3.16 14.50 
Murcia 104 1,694 2,134 2,667 1.46 1.44 1.64 3.97 3.03 15.00 
Navarra 5  2,915 2.938  3.33 3.20  2.76 11.48 
La Rioja 22 530 1,089 1,458 1.30 2.3 2.84 3.43 3.06 12.00 
Basque 
Country 

72  8,897 10,096  2.76 2.85  7.98 23.59 

Ceuta  50 198 137 0.73 2.79 1.76 5.96  12.00 
Melilla  211 219 194 3.86 3.84 3.04 3.53  20.00 
TOTAL 3,046 28,491 112,797 139,384 1.32 1.82 2.07 3.90 2.94 16.01 

Only home help from the National Institute of Social Services. (**) Average of weekly hours of 
attention per user aged 65+ (number of weekly hours/number of users). (***) Average of monthly 
hours. Source: Data 1981: Home help from the INSERSO. FOESSA (1983: 946) Data 1995, (1998). 
Data 1999, IMSERSO (2000) 
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FIGURE 3.2: COVERAGE HOME HELP 1995 AND 2001 
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Alarm systems have started to be developed with high acceptance 

during the 90’s as a complement to home help services. This service is mainly 

provided in agreement with other organisations, in particular the Red Cross. 

Between 1999 and 2001, this service increased its number of users across the 

country from 48574 to 75,978. This constitutes a rise of almost 64% in less than 

two years. However, its coverage is still very reduced: 0.94 in 2001. Higher levels 

of coverage in 2001 could be found in Navarra, C.Valenciana and Castilla la 

Mancha (see the next figure). 
 

FIGURE 3.3: ALARM SYSTEMS COVERAGE 1999-2001 
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Day Centres 

With the objective of promoting care in the community and avoiding 

institutionalisation, day centres have recently been developed. They aim to 

provide similar attention to that of residential homes, without institutionalisation, 

as well as socio-health provisions to reduce the burden on the carer during the 

day. Between 1999 and 2001, the total number of places has risen in Spain by 

1,740. A significant number of places in these kinds of centres can be found in 

Catalonia. Catalonia is also the region with the most private day centres. 

 

FIGURE 3.4: NUMBER OF PLACES IN PUBLIC DAY CENTRES (PUBLIC+CONCERTED ACTION) 
1999-2001 
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Source: Own elaboration based on IMSERSO (2000, 2002) 

 

Contrary to day centres, “homes for the retired” (hogares para 

jubilados) have traditionally been one of the services aiming to provide social 

integration and encourage activities for the elderly. The main activities are 

related to the provision of social support and leisure activities. The next table 

shows their evolution per region between 1982, 1999 and 2001. Their number 

has more than doubled during this period. Catalonia is, by a long way, the 

region that focuses most on these services. 
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FIGURE 3.5: HOMES FOR THE RETIRED 1982-1999-2001 
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Other measures: Promotion and Support of Informal Care 

The situation of carers is starting timidly to become more visible in the 

public arena. In fact, their role is now explicitly recognised by several measures. 

The main example is the national tax deduction for families living with an elderly 

family member.106 This general tax deduction of 601.01 Euro applies to all elderly 

persons whose annual income is lower than 6068.30 Euro and who do not 

submit their own tax declaration. In the case of the existence of a recognised 

disability, the deduction increases, amounting to 1803.04 for those who have a 

disability higher than 33% and 3606.07 Euro for those who have a disability 

higher than 66%. In this case, the maximum annual income of the elderly should 

not be higher than 6010.12 Euro.  

Parallel to this, some regions have introduced their own tax deductions. 

For instance Navarra has a deduction of 450.8 Euro to family units in charge of 

elderly family members with dependency problems. Madrid counts non-

remunerated provision of housing and care for the elderly, where there is no 

family relation with the elderly person, at 312.53 Euro per person aged 65+ and 

living in the house for more than 183 days per year. The annual income of those 

                                                 
106 Personal Income Tax 2001. 
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applying for the deduction should be lower than 21034.42 Euro (individual 

personal income tax), and 30050.61 Euro (with the partner). In Valencia, 150.25 

Euro is provided for each disabled person over 65. In this case, payment goes 

to the elderly person and not to family members. It does not specify the family 

situation of the person.  

Regarding payments for care, one of the most popular measures, which 

has been expansively implemented in the country, is foster care (generally 

known as “acogimiento familiar”).107 This measure is mainly characterised by 

the non-family relationship between the foster family and the elderly inhabitant. 

It aims to avoid institutionalisation and promote the maintenance of the elderly 

in their community. A similar measure can be found in Valencia and Baleares. 

Although in these regions payments are envisaged for families and not for foster 

families with no-relationship with the elderly inhabitant.108 Moreover, other 

regions such as Andalusia, Asturias, the Basque Country, Catalonia or Galicia 

have introduced programmes of support and respite care for family members. 

In addition, the Law 39/1999 on conciliation of family and working life considers 

certain measures for the care of the elderly (i.e. care leave). At the same time, 

some regions, such as Navarra, have introduced reductions in working time and 

leave specifically for the care of elderly persons for public workers.109 However, 

despite these efforts, formal support still has little social impact in terms of the 

alleviation of care burdens within the family and low demand in relation to the 

needs of both carers and care recipients.  

 

                                                 
107 Some examples: Orden 3/1993, de la Consejería de Integración Social de la Comunidad Autónoma de 
Madrid, de 12 de enero de 1993, por el que se establecen ayudas individuales para el acogimiento 
familiar de ancianos. Decreto 225/1994, de la Consejería de Sanidad y Servicios sociales de la 
Comunidad Autónoma de Galicia, de 7 de julio de 1994, por el que se establece el programa de 
acogimiento familiar para personas mayores y minusválidas. Decreto 284/1996, de la Presidencia de la 
Generalitat de Cataluña, de 23 de julio de 1996, mediante el que se regula el sistema catalán de servicios 
sociales. Decreto 38/1999, de 8 de julio, de la Consejería de Asuntos Sociales de la Comunidad 
Autónoma del Principado de Asturias, por el que se regula el programa de acogimiento familiar dirigido 
a personas mayores. Note that most of these regulations have been updated annually. 
108 Decreto 331/1995 de la Consejería de Asuntos Sociales de la Comunidad Valenciana, de 3 de 
noviembre, por el que se establecen ayudas económicas para el cuidado de ancianos y ancianas. Orden 
de la Consejería de Bienestar Social por la que se crea y regula una ayuda económica, gestionada por el 
Instituto Balear de Asuntos sociales (IBAS), para familias con personas mayores asistidas. Boletín 
Oficial de las Islas Baleares de 26 de noviembre de 2002. 
109 Decreto Foral 30/1998, de 9 de febrero, por el que se modifica el Decreto Foral 113/1997, de 28 de 
abril, por el que se regula la reducción de jornada de los empleados al servicio de la Administración de 
la Comunidad Foral de Navarra y sus organismos autónomos. 
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1.2 Expenditure on services 

The main funding source for social services comes from the central, 

regional and local administration. There are no specific criteria establishing 

what the share of each administration is. Funding is indeed a fundamental 

question with regard to such services. One of the reasons is the low financial 

autonomy of local governments, which hold the main responsibility for 

provision.  

It is very difficult to provide data about the total expenditure levels on 

social services at the regional level since expenditure comes from different 

sources. With regard to the estimation of expenditure on social services in Spain, 

the best references to date are Rodríguez Cabrero (1989) and Barea Tejeiro 

(2000). However, they only include data covering the period up until the 

beginning of the 90’s. 

Moreover, two of the important financial sources which fuelled the 

development of social services in Spain were the Old-Age Plan, which focused 

mainly on services for the elderly, and the “Concerted Plan for the 

Development of Basic Provision of Social Services by the Local Authorities” (Plan 

Concertado para el Desarrollo de las Prestaciones Básicas de Servicios Sociales 

de las Corporaciones Locales), which focused on the support of community 

services (see figure 3.6 and 3.7).  
 

FIGURE 3.6: TRANFERS TO REGIONS FROM THE OLD-AGE PLAN. 1993 AND 2000. (*) 
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http://www.mtas.es/dgas/subven/I.htm


 

 91 

FIGURE 3.7: EVOLUTION EXPENDITURE CONCERTED PLAN. TOTAL AND PER 
ADMINISTRATION. (1998-2002*) 
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The evolution of transfers from these Plans shows the increase in 

expenditure over time, along with the differences among regions. However, the 

characteristics of the data, in terms of its disaggregation, also make 

distinguishing between the different kinds of services, target groups, or the 

content of these services very difficult. 

 

2. INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN 

2.1 Answers and challenges in the provision of care for the elderly in the EU110 

Social protection systems in the EU provide medical assistance and long-

term care, the costs of which usually surpass the financial possibilities of their 

beneficiaries and families. These systems cover needs outside the health sector 

through social assistance, local services, health services or compulsory 

insurance. Nonetheless, the situation is not homogeneous and the solutions vary 

between member states. Both historically and currently there exist differences in 

the organisation, conception and funding of these two systems. However, it is 

possible to find some commonalities among them, mainly in relation to the 

challenges they currently face (Consejo de la UE, 2003). Some examples 

include the increasing importance of issues such as: the content, nature and 

need for public intervention regarding long-term care; the belief that basing 

assistance solely on family solidarity was not acceptable; the need to envisage 

some form of central coordination due to the appearance of decentralisation 

                                                 
110 This section is mainly based on Rodríguez Cabrero (2004b) and Pérez- Merayo (2003). 
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problems and also coordination between the health and social sectors; and, 

,the drive to find the best equilibrium between sufficient funding and cost-

efficient provision. 

Contrary to health care, the need to provide assistance to those facing 

dependency problems has only recently been recognised in the EU as a social 

risk that protection systems must cover. During the 90’s, the European 

Commission encouraged debate in this area with the aim of increasing its 

protection. In this respect, it is possible to signal some initiatives such as the 

publication of the first EU comparative study on the issue “Social Protection for 

dependency in old-age in the 15 EU Member Status and Norway” (Pacolet, 

1999). At the same time, several policy recommendations were put forward (i.e. 

MISSOC, 2001). They state that both health and long-term care systems must 

face the challenge of achieving the following objectives: first, providing access 

to the whole population, independently of economic situation; second, 

achieving high quality of assistance; third, pursuing the financial sustainability of 

the system.  

It is not easy to give an account of the characteristics and main features 

of all EU systems. Yet, I will provide the most important characteristics of some 

cases,111 particularly with regard to the way they address dependency: first, I 

refer to those that recognise dependency as a risk; second, to those that 

recognise it as a universal right; finally, to those in which responsiveness is based 

on social help or social assistance. This latter group includes the Spanish case. 

 

Social Security, dependency as a risk (Germany, Austria, France and 
Luxembourg) 
 

These are systems of social protection that locate dependency within 

the Social Security System. That is, dependency coverage can be considered 

as an added pillar within Social Security, similar to pensions, unemployment 

insurance and family protection. They all recognise dependency as a 

subjective right independently of economic resources, surpassing though the 

familistic traditions. However, these types of insurances are mainly oriented to 

support family care, and not to provide a substitute for it. They evaluate 

dependency in different levels of frailty and so provide different economic 

                                                 
111 On this issue, see: Assous and Ralle (2000), Pérez-Merayo (2003) and Rodríguez Cabrero (2004b). 
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payments or services. In general these systems give a wide range of choice to 

users and their families. Benefits come in the form of economic payments and 

technical help, including support for carers such as care leave and respite 

care. They do not totally cover costs. The aim is not only to establish a co-

payment, but also to try and avoid increasing costs. They are mainly funded by 

Social Security contributions and taxes, with different combinations depending 

on the country. Management planning tends to be regional and local. Namely, 

these are models that socialise risks in terms of regulation and funding, and that 

decentralise their management. Yet, there are differences between the 

countries. 

 

Universal: dependency as a universal right (Sweden, Denmark, Finland) 

The Scandinavian countries do not have public insurance for 

dependency. Instead they have created over the years an extension of their 

universalistic models with regard to the provision of these needs. The main 

characteristics of these countries are the following. They provide universal 

coverage, without mean-tested mechanisms, except insofar as co-payments 

are managed and defined according to income levels. They put main 

emphasis in the provision of services. They are predominantly public, but have 

progressively introduced provision by private agents. In the last few years they 

have undertaken a process of municipalisation, market provision of services, 

and the privatisation of care according to income and educational levels. 

 

Social Assistance: Liberal-assistance-developed (UK) and Liberal-assistance-

underdeveloped (Italy, Spain, Portugal) 

The British model is characterised by its (social) assistance nature. The 

Community Care Act of 1990 introduced co-payments and transferred 

responsibility to local authorities. On the other hand, the NHS tried to transfer 

part of the costs related to this kind of care to local services. Access and 

eligibility are means-tested, giving main preference to people with low-

economic resources, and for all others take the form of economic contributions. 

The main benefits are the attendance allowance given in cash to the person in 

need, services for working-age carers, and an invalidity care allowance. For 

those living in residential homes there is the possibility of getting a residential 
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allowance. Funding is through general taxes, user’s co-payments, and local 

authorities. Management is complex and problematic due to the transfer of 

residential long-term care from the NHS to Social Security and local authorities. 

Italy, Spain and Portugal can in the main be characterised as social 

assistance systems similar to the UK. However, they place a higher burden on 

families and they have a much more developed net of services. The public 

system is mainly addressed to those with low-economic resources. They are 

mainly oriented to income transfers rather than services, and important 

territorial disequilibria can be found. 

 

2.2 Institutional design of social services for the elderly in Spain 

Up to now we have seen some of the characteristics of the extension of 

services and expenditure. At the same time, we have been able to appreciate 

how public intervention on care for the elderly is increasingly a central issue in 

the EU and how Spain is located among those countries characterised by the 

assistance-based nature of its policies. In this section, I proceed with an analysis 

of the institutional design of social services in Spain by characterising its main 

features first at the beginning of the democratic period, (see the next table for 

a characterisation), and then regarding the present period.  

 

TABLE 3.3:  SPANISH SOCIAL SERVICES AT THE BEGINNING OF THE DEMOCRATIC PERIOD 
Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility mainly residual and provided 

within different systems 
Rights. They were not recognised, except for those affiliated to Social 

Security, but with limited number of services 
Quality No 
Access and Eligibility Social Security versus social assistance and beneficence 
Participation Very low 
Information Almost non-existent 
Coordination. No 
Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation 
Role of private initiative Public subsidiary of private (non-profit). For profit sector with residual 

presence 
Organisation and Funding Centralised organisation. 

Funding: Social Security, General Tax System 
 

In January 1978 a group of international experts evaluated the situation 

of social services in Spain.112 They described the following panorama (Martínez, 

et al., 1996:204): (a) Diverse and overlapping policies to cover different sections 

                                                 
112 The European programme for social development of United Nations provided this consult. United 
Nations (1979) (cited in Casado, 1997:27). 
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of the population and their needs; (b) Several specialised bodies for the 

provision of services, but with no coordination among them; (c) Predominance 

of assistance nature, and cure with no prevention; (d) Private initiatives 

covering non-public action or double action of public and private initiatives 

due to a lack of coordination; (e) Important centralisation; (f) Overprotection of 

some population sectors as opposed to the complete under-protection of 

others; (g) Very low participation of the population in the running/management 

and organisation of social services. This report also showed proof of the need to 

accomplish urgent legislative reforms, but also administrative, institutional and 

financial ones. 

 

Organisation, Characteristics of the provision, Funding and Regulation 

Nowadays, care provision for the elderly is provided by the health and 

social services sectors. Services provided include preventive and specialised 

medical assistance, coordinated programmes between health and social 

services sectors, home care, residential homes, home help, alarm systems, 

sheltered housing, etc. Health and social services are independent systems. The 

National Health System (Sistema Nacional de Salud) provides services on a 

universal basis and drugs are free of charge for those over 65. On the contrary, 

social services are generally provided on a mean-tested basis and users 

contribute, depending on their economic resources. 

The regional administration has main policy responsibility for shaping 

social services and municipalities for its provision. The remaining responsibilities 

at the level of central government concerning social services for the elderly are 

those of the Institute of Migration and Social services (IMSERSO). National 

guidelines for the development and provision of social services are mainly 

reduced to the national Old-Age Plan. In addition, social services can be 

provided at different organisational levels, Social Security and/or social 

assistance. There is no specific mechanism covering dependency situations 

after 65 and in case of need people should refer to some of the existing 

services provided. The next figure (2.6) summarises the current organisation of 

care for the elderly in Spain. 

Social services are divided into two levels: the primary level, also called, 

community, general or basic, and the specialised level, also called secondary. 
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The role of the primary level is that of providing information and counselling, 

social cooperation, home help and social integration. The role of the 

specialised level is to cover a concrete sector of the population such as youth, 

the disabled or the elderly. These services generally require a financial 

contribution by users. Services are mainly funded by taxes and Social Security 

contributions. 

The Public Administration is responsible for access to residential homes 

belonging to the Social Security System, the management of concerted action, 

and the award of grants in order to offer places in private residential homes. 

Residential homes are generally the responsibility of the regions, but the 

municipal level sometimes also proposes this kind of provision. However, direct 

provision does not generally fall to the public sector. Concerted action and the 

transfer of grants are two of the main ways of collaborating with the private 

sector. Management can be done by public or private agencies. Therefore, in 

the case of residential home services, they are generally provided through 

externalisation and market mechanisms. That is, public administration mainly 

adopts the role of a purchaser by establishing public contracts with different 

providers. 

 

FIGURE 3.8: CURRENT SITUATION OF THE ATTENTION TO FRAIL ELDERLY IN SPAIN 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Casado, Rico, Sabes (2002) 
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Galicia. The lowest percentages (without considering Ceuta and Melilla) can 

be seen in Baleares, Extremadura and Madrid (see table 3.4). As far as the 

contribution of users is concerned, it represents about a third of the total cost 

(Pacolet, 1999).  
 

TABLE 3.4: PERCENTAGE OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE RESIDENTIAL HOMES (1999). PUBLIC AND 
PRIVATE COVERAGE (1999) 

Percentage of Public and Private Residential 
Homes. 1999 

Public and Private Coverage. 1999(*) 

Regions Public (%) Private (%) Public 
Coverage (**)

Private 
Coverage 

Total 
Coverage 

Andalusia  30.49 69.51 1.2(6)   
Aragón 31.28 68.72 0.7(12) 3.4 4.20 
Asturias  38.34 61.66 1.14(8) 1.8 2.92 
Baleares 61.78 38.16 0.6(14)   
Canarias 41.9 58.1 1.17(7) 0.6 1.84 
Cantabria 15.22 84.78 0.7(12) 2.83 3.56 
C.Mancha 30.67 69.33 0.9(10) 2.28 3.27 
C.León 31,41 68.59 1.8(1) 3.01 4.82 
Catalonia 39.49 60.51 1.45(3) 2.2 3.71 
Extremadura 46,71 53.29 0.8(11) 0.8 1.71 
Galicia 26.93 73.07 0.9(10) 1.45 2.39 
La Rioja 29.76 70.24 0.68(13) 1.06 1.71 
Madrid 42.95 57.05 1.3(4) 1.6 2.89 
Murcia 42.23 57.77 1.27(5) 0.6 1.87 
Navarra 24.67 75.33 1.1(9) 3.08 4.19 
Basque Country 34.74 65.26 1.2(6) 3.67 4.90(1) 
C.Valenciana 31.78 68.22 1.7(2) 1.3 3.06 
Ceuta 54.00 46.00 2.72 1.2 1.52 
Melilla 100.00 0.00 1.2(6)   
TOTAL 30.97 69.03 0.7(12) 3.4 4.20 
(*) There are some problems with this data, it is said they have been taken from IMSERSO (2000), 
but in this report percentages are slightly higher. (**) Includes concerted-action places. Source: 
Own elaboration. Percentage of public and private coverage (1999): adapted from Garcés 
(2000). Public and private coverage (1999): http://www.seg-
social.es/imserso/mayores/docs/i0_maydest0.html. and IMSERSO (2000)  
 

If we do a summary of table 3.4 it is possible to see which regions have 

higher or lower coverage by analysing public, private and total coverage 

independently (see the next table). 

 
TABLE 3.5: SUMMARY OF TABLE 3.4 

Total Coverage Public Coverage Total 
Top 5 Bottom 5 Top 5 Bottom 5 Always Top Always 

Bottom 
Rioja 

C.León 
Navarra 
Aragón 

Catalonia 

Valencia 
Galicia 
Murcia 

Canarias 

C.León  
Basque 
Country 

Catalonia 
Madrid 

Murcia/Rioja 

Galicia 
Baleares 
Aragón 

Catalonia 
Valencia 

C.León 
Catalonia 

Galicia, 
Valencia 

 

Home help is integrated within the primary level and responsibility falls on 

the municipal level. Municipalities are the ones to determine conditions of 

http://www.seg-social.es/imserso/mayores/docs/i0_maydest0.html
http://www.seg-social.es/imserso/mayores/docs/i0_maydest0.html
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access, user fees and the remuneration of providers. Some regional 

governments have also established guidelines concerning provision and the 

features of the system.113 Organisation and coordination of home help is mainly 

in the hands of social workers, but in some places a multidisciplinary team takes 

charge of day-to-day running. Most of the funding for home help does not 

come from municipalities, particularly in the case of small municipalities. The 

highest contribution comes from the Central government through the 

Concerted Plan. Regional governments also contribute through annual grants 

to these services. In addition, in most cases users also contribute to the cost of 

these services due to its means-tested nature. Direct management is common 

for smaller municipalities. However, as soon as the size of municipalities 

increases, for-profit or non-profit provision becomes the norm (IMSERSO/FEMP, 

1998). 

 

 Decentralisation 

Decentralisation is a common feature and trend in most European 

countries. In this respect, decentralisation is one of the main principles included 

in the Spanish legislation on social services. As argued, regions have 

responsibility for legislation, planning and coordination with the private sector, 

and municipalities have been assigned to carry out the bulk of social services 

provision. In April 1985, the Law of Bases of the Local Regime (Ley de bases del 

Régimen Local) was passed, obliging municipalities of more than 200,000 

people to provide social services (article 26). However, this law does not specify 

the mechanism for fulfilling these functions.114 

In the analysis of the Spanish case, it is important to take into account 

that the application of decentralisation to social services has not been 

complemented by reform of local administration, as happened in other 

European countries. This is especially problematic and it appears to have been 

a constraint in Spain, as small municipalities with few resources predominate. 

Economic mechanisms of compensation, such as the Fund of Territorial 

Compensation (Fondo de Compensación Territorial) and the Concerted Plan, 

have been implemented so as to avoid regional disparities. However, 
                                                 
113 Decreto 42/2000, de 18 de mayo, por el que se regula la ayuda a domicilio en el Principado de 
Asturias. Orde do 22 de xullo de 1996, da Conselleira de Sanidade e Servicios Sociais polo que se regula 
o servicio de axuda no fogar. 
114 See comments on this legislation in Cabra de Luna (1985). 
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differences between Spanish regions can still be found as we saw earlier with 

regard to services for the elderly. Differences can be found as well in other 

aspects such as the “Units of Social Work” (Unidades de Trabajo Social) per 

inhabitant, expenditure on basic services per inhabitant, the number of workers 

per inhabitant, or the money spent per user on information activities.115 

In addition, another weakness appears in the limited application of 

decentralisation principles to date. The common tendency has been for 

regional governments to re-centralise responsibilities, by not passing them to the 

municipal level. Consequently, a similar structure to the previous centralised 

one has now been recreated at the regional level. In this regard, important 

political decisions on social services have shown not only the higher political 

dynamism of regions, but have also revealed the subsidiary role and weakness 

of action by municipalities, highly dependent as they are on the financial 

transfers from regional government. The big cities have been the only ones able 

to challenge regional governments as the main protagonists in the 

development of social services (Moreno and Arriba, 1999). Lastly, it is 

noteworthy that decentralisation has also contributed to the creation of 

innovative experiences, to copying and diffusion between administrations, and 

mainly and most importantly, to bringing services closer to users. 

 

Coordination116 

Coordination at all levels is one of the main challenges of the Spanish 

system. There is full agreement regarding the need for development of 

coordination programmes between health and social services.117 In fact, the 

establishment of coordination measures between these sectors and other 

administrative sectors is one of the main current problems and challenges of 

the Spanish system. Programmes of “socio-health” coordination have 

increasingly started to appear in the last few years. However, the analysis of 

these programmes and initiatives is complex due to the variety of programs 

and policies they involve. This complexity forces us to differentiate between two 

main levels of policy: those of the Central Administration, and those originating 

in regional administration. 

                                                 
115 For detailed information on these issues, see the annual reports of the Concerted Plan. 
116 This section is mainly based on Rodriguez Cabrero and Guillén (2002). 
117 Known in Spain as coordinación sociosanitaria. 
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Regarding policies from the Central Administration, it is possible to 

distinguish between the initiative of the Ministry of Work and Social Affairs, 

Ministry of Health and Consumption and joint measures between these two 

bodies. Socio-health coordination has been mainly been promoted by the 

Ministry of Work and Social Affairs through the inclusion of proposed measures in 

both the National Old-Age Plan 1992-1997 and its follow-up. Some of the main 

actions launched by the Ministry of Health and Consumption are the following: 

the “Criteria for the organisation of health services for elderly people” (INSALUD, 

1994; 1995), and the “Strategic Plan of 1997”, which adopts as its strategy socio-

health coordination (INSALUD, 1997). Moreover, “The Quality Plan for 1999” of 

this Ministry develops the strategic plan and the regulation of “letters of 

services”118 and foresees the creation of Equipment for Domiciliary Support for 

primary and ambulatory care for the elderly, those who are heavily dependant 

and terminal patients. Regarding joint-programmes, we should not forget the 

already mentioned Framework Agreement of 1993 and the Inter-Ministerial 

Agreement for socio-health coordination for the elderly, launched in the 

different health areas of the INSALUD, to assess, assign resources, plan and 

evaluate care programmes.119 

As far as the policies of regional administration are concerned, we 

should distinguish between those with a “health orientation”, creating a specific 

net for socio-health coordination of socio-health spaces for any population in 

need, such as in Catalonia,120 C.León and Valencia; those which have a 

primarily “social orientation”, such as the Basque Country; and those which 

have a “mixed orientation”, such as Galicia and Cantabria. With regard to 

these measures, we should signal their progressive implementation due to the 

different timing in the acquisition of health transfers. 

 

The Role of the Private Initiative 

The importance of the private initiative in the area of social services is a 

given in Spain. Regulation and the relation between the private and the public 

                                                 
118  Real Decreto 1259/1999, de 16 de julio, por el que se regulan las cartas de servicios y los premios a 
la calidad en la Administración General del Estado. 
119 Acuerdo Marco entre los Ministerios de Asuntos Sociales y Sanidad y Consumo implying the 
Convenio de Colaboración Interministerial para la Atención Sociosanitaria de las Personas Mayores. 
120 Catalonia was the pioneer in the implementation of socio-health coordination in Spain through the 
programme Vida als Anys (Direcció General d’Ordenació i Planificació Sanitaria, 1989).  
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sectors is one of the areas in which transformation, in terms of evolution and 

ideology of the system, can most be appreciated. In fact, the first rounds of 

regional legislation on social services showed reticence towards private 

initiatives, especially for-profit, and simple, rigorous, and strict conditions were 

applied for collaboration with the non-profit sector. However, openness, 

collaboration, and a clear recognition of the private sector, mainly non-profit, 

soon started to appear and be applied. For instance, several regions regulated 

the role of the voluntary sector and in 1996 the central government passed a 

law regulating voluntary action (Law 6/1996). Moreover, in Catalonia a special 

body, INCAVOL, was created to deal with issues regarding the voluntary sector. 

At the same time, both the national and some regional governments have 

established bodies envisaging participation and collaboration with this sector. 

Moreover, it is important to signal that the administration is one of the 

main contributors to the funding of third sector organisations in Spain.121 

Nowadays, these organisations play an increasing and crucial role in the area 

of social services for the elderly. Their intervention includes diverse voluntary 

activities, support to family carers and care recipients or provision of residential 

services. Concerning support to family carers and elderly people, they are 

mainly active in supporting and defending the rights of these groups. 

Regarding provision of other services, they mainly intervene when such services 

cannot be provided by the public sector or when they are not financially 

interesting to the for-profit sector (i.e. Caritas) (Defensor del Pueblo, 2001). 

As far as the for-profit sector is concerned, it is possible to argue that its 

role has increased over the years, mainly in “profitable” areas such as 

residential institutions for the elderly. These organisations are increasingly 

substituting the non-profit sector in certain areas. Before I mentioned how first 

pieces of legislation showed reticence towards the for-profit initiative. However, 

it is possible to appreciate in the following examples the changes that have 

taken place in this area. For instance, the law of Galicia of 1993 and the 

Catalan law of 1997 were the first ones to make direct reference it. Aznar (2000) 

also reports how the Law Foral 3/1988 of Navarra established the possibility to 

collaborate and to contract out the provision of services to the private sector 

(non-profit and for-profit). The case of Galicia is quite interesting with respect to 
                                                 
121 For an overview of the characteristics of activities of the third sector in Spain see: Pérez Díaz and 
López Novo (2004) and Rodríguez Cabrero (2003). 
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its openness towards the for-profit sector. In its second law on social services 

passed in 1993, it introduced not only collaboration with the for-profit sector, 

but also the possibility of the concession of grants to this sector.122 In fact, in 

Galicia, but also in Valencia, it is possible to find collaboration with the for-profit 

sector and the introduction of market mechanisms and sustenance of market 

demand for the provision of services through the introduction of voucher 

programmes123.  

 

Family and Public Responsibilities 

The Spanish Constitution makes reference to adequate social assistance 

within the frame of Social Security in article 41124 and to other social services in 

article 50.125 It also includes the right to constitute organisations for non-profit 

activities in article 34 and freedom to pursue economic activities in article 38. 

Moreover, public responsibility for social services is included in regional 

legislation. However, it can be argued that this does not represent a great 

change as the Beneficence was also considered in the same way (Aznar, 

1994). All regions have tried to establish a public system of social services under 

their own sole political responsibility. Nevertheless, this has not been successful 

as such.  

First of all, because they do not have enough responsibilities to abolish 

Beneficence and they do not have regulatory capacity over the services of 

the Social Security System (Casado, 1994). Second, because their lack of 

success in the development process, they have so far been unable to 

completely overcome the inherited situation from the pre-democratic regime 

and to apply some of the main principles promoted in the legislation. However, 

this should not lead us to undervalue the achievements of these laws. They 

                                                 
122 An example is how the Galician Old-Age Plan (2001-2006) introduced promotion of and support for 
the for-profit sector through the creation and development of residential institutions for the elderly with 
severe dependency problems. 
123 Galicia: Decreto 176/2000 do 22 de xuño, polo que se regula o Programa de atención ás persoas 
mayores dependentes a través do cheque asistencial. Valencia: Ordre de 20 de desembre de 2000, de la 
Consellería de Benestar Social per la quel es regula i es convoca el programa per a finançar estades en 
residènces de tercera edat l’any 2001. 
124 “The public authorities shall maintain a public Social Security System for all citizens guaranteeing 
adequate social assistance and benefits in situations of hardship, especially in case of unemployment. 
Supplementary assistance and benefits shall be optional” (article 41 of the Spanish Constitution). 
125“The public authorities shall guarantee, through adequate and periodically updated pensions, a 
sufficient income for citizens in old age. Likewise, and without prejudice to the obligations of the families, 
they shall promote their welfare through a system of social services that provides for their specific 
problems of health, housing, culture and leisure” (article 50 of the Spanish Constitution). 
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have indeed contributed to providing important and crucial progress in the 

country. At the same time, they constitute, in many cases, a concrete political 

idea, the construction of a public system of social services based on public 

responsibility. Nevertheless, we should not forget this is still an on-going process. 

I mentioned before how care by family members, mainly women, was 

the predominant form of provision among countries. However, a key point in 

understanding differences among countries is whether legal obligations of care 

are imposed or not.126 In Europe, we can find three different situations (see the 

next table). In Spain, family responsibility for care is imposed on the extended 

family. Consequently, it is possible to argue not only that family care is 

predominant, but also that the law reinforces it.  

 

TABLE 3.6: LEGAL OBLIGATIONS TO CARE BETWEEN FAMILY MEMBERS 
Family Responsibility to care Countries 

Obligation imposed on the extended family 
 

Italy, Greece Spain and Portugal 

Obligation imposed on the nuclear family 
 

Austria*, Belgium, France, and Germany** 

No legal obligation No clear state responsibility :Ireland, UK,  
Clear state responsibility: Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, Sweden and Netherlands*** 

(*) Adult children have a financial obligation to pay for the care needs of their parents, but this 
obligation is not enforced. (**) The group of persons supposed to provide care is broader than 
the nuclear family in the sense of parents and children in Austria (where it includes grandparents, 
for instance), Belgium and France. (***) A legal obligation exists, but it is not enforced in practice. 
Source: European Commission (1998) 

 

This situation is completely different in countries such as Denmark or 

Norway. In these countries, the state has a long tradition of responsibility for the 

welfare of older people reflected in the high subsidy level for public services 

and the universal-coverage and availability of health and social care. In 

Norway, for example, families are not expected to take any financial 

responsibility for their elderly. This is not the case in Spain where, when 

accessing certain services (i.e. residential or home help services), family 

resources are taken into account. In addition, family members may even be 

called upon to pay the cost of these services, although they do not agree with 

the decision. 

 
 

                                                 
126 The European Observatory reported that with the exception of Denmark, all western European 
societies have put the major burden of care on families (European Commission 1993). 
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Social Rights and Quality of Services 

In Spain, the rights and juridical position of citizens with respect to social 

services are weak, and measures to solve this situation remain scarce. Neither 

the Spanish Constitution, nor the regional legislation on social services, define 

clearly the right to social services, leaving care for individual citizens in the 

hands of the discretionary action of social services, professionals, public 

authorities and available funding.127  

An additional problem is the lack of resources and means to fight for the 

rights related with these kinds of services. In this respect, several regional norms 

have included a range of rights for users of social services. However, they are 

basically for those who are already inside the system (i.e. those living in a 

residential home). Regarding the rights of the elderly, it is worth mentioning the 

Law 6/1999 of Andalusia for the attention and protection of elderly people and 

the Law 7/1991 for the attention and protection of the elderly of Asturias. 

However, these particular laws focus mainly on regulating access to residential 

institutions. A last point is worth mentioning: the proliferation of sectorial 

ombudsmen, aiming to protect the rights of the elderly. For example, in 1991, 

Asturias created an ombudsman for the elderly and Murcia did the same in 

1997. Catalonia has established the figure of the Sindic de Greuges, a kind of 

regional ombudsman, and Galicia has created a special body for the 

protection of the elderly, Fundación Galega para la Tutela de Adultos.  

Therefore, it seems important to reinforce the juridical position of citizens 

towards public services. In this regard, different measures have been 

implemented, such as the specification of services (cartas de servicios). They 

improve quality by fixing quality standards for specific services.128 129 

                                                 
127 The debate concerning rights to social services is not, however, restricted to Spain. As Kauto (1997) 
signals, the content of the right to social services is generally vague and the relation between social 
services, social rights and social citizenship has to be further clarified. In a liberal vision of society, the 
state is held responsible for guaranteeing civil and political rights to citizens. Whether the guaranteeing of 
social rights is or is not a duty of the state depends on the state’s willingness to promote them, and in 
order to guarantee such rights as the right to social security, social assistance or the right to benefit from 
social services, the state needs to make an important effort and commitment in terms of resources. 
128 Specification of services through “cartas de servicios” and quality prizes in the General 
Administration were regulated by the Central administration through Royal Decree in 1999. (Real 
Decreto 1259/1999, de 16 de julio, por el que se regulan las cartas de servicios y los premios a la calidad 
en la Administración General del Estado) 
129 The Spanish Association of Normalisation and Certification (AENOR) has also published a list of 
norms to regulate the services in residential homes to allow them to certify their services, which could 
contribute to the elimination of general mistrust over their management 
(http://www.jubilo.es/htm/central/noticias61htm). 
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Concerning the level of quality of services, in 1989, the Spanish Ombudsman 

published complete information about the quality and services offered by 

public and private residential homes in the country (Defensor del Pueblo, 1990). 

However, as Aznar (2000) signals, the utility of these and other instruments that 

try to make more effective the rights of the citizens will depend on the 

accuracy of the norms and the obligations concerning the Administration. In 

this respect, the limits to the discretionary role of the Administration will evolve 

towards the concretisation of aspects like the extension and intensity of services 

by implementing mechanisms such as the adoption and guarantee of quality 

controls, and the establishment of efficient procedures to solve claims from 

citizens and provide for compensation in cases of infringement of agreed 

standards. 

Consequently, it is possible to argue that not only are services not 

guaranteed as a right, thus reinforcing among other issues family care, but 

further services depend on financial availability and on the area of the country 

where the elderly person lives. This is related to diversity in access to services 

and their extension and coverage in different parts of the country. The lack of a 

national framework regulating these issues should be underlined. 

In relation to this issue, a second and new law on social services in 

Asturias was passed in February 2003.130 This law incorporates approval of a 

Catalogue of Basic Provisions (Catálogo de Prestaciones Básicas). This 

catalogue will be approved within a maximum period of two years and will 

include subjective rights that may be claimed by any citizen independently of 

financial availability. This situation could contribute to overcoming discretional 

practices and to bringing social services closer to other social protection 

systems. This legislation also places important emphasis on care for elderly 

dependants.131 It is important to remark that this legislation is the only one of this 

kind within the country that explicitly recognises a subjective right to social 

services. Lastly, we should mention as well how the possible options of 

implementing a national long-term care policy covering situations of 

dependency is also under discussion. 
 

                                                 
130 Ley  2/2003 del Principado de Asturias de Servicios Sociales. 
131 The debate about care needs of the elderly and rights of dependants is starting to appear timidly in the 
public debate. The possibility of implementing a long-term care insurance “a la german” is being 
considered at the national level is considered, but at this moment is far to be passed. 
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Access and Entitlement 

In principle, social services are universal and within reach for all. 

However, this applies only to counselling, information and access to homes for 

the elderly providing leisure and social activities. State intervention is mainly 

assistance-focused and access to services depends on the economic and 

family situation of the individual. At the same time, subsidiarity is one of the 

main principles applied in the provision of these services. Thus responsibility for 

care falls first of all on the care recipient, the family, then on smaller groups and 

private organisations (profit, for-profit), and lastly on the state.132 This implies that 

decisions and action will generally be taken at the lowest level.133 However, the 

use of this principle does not mean that the government is not taking action; it is 

more a matter of how the state intervenes. 

Social workers are the main gatekeepers of the system and their 

evaluation is crucial. The role of general practitioners and hospital doctors is 

also very important. On many occasions they choose/decide whether to 

“send” or to “suggest” elderly people to the social services. Contact with social 

workers has to be made via the Centre for Social Services situated in the 

municipalities or district areas. Yet, local health services and hospitals also have 

social work services, which also inform and evaluate the options open to the 

elderly person and their family. There are two main ways for the elderly to 

approach services. First, the elderly person can go directly to his/her nearest 

Social Service Centre to look for information and/or to claim a concrete 

service, although this tends to be more complicated and bureaucratic. 

Second, due to a situation of frailty or the end of a hospital stay, either the 

general practitioner or the hospital doctor can suggest referral to social services 

or they can ask social services to intervene.  

Access to most services requires an evaluation of need. This is done by 

the application of rankings and other instruments. The importance given to 

different situations have varied over the years. In the past, economic factors 

were a main variable when evaluating the concession of a service. However, 

now there is a rising tendency to accord importance as well to the level of 

                                                 
132 ”The public authorities shall guarantee, through adequate and periodically updated pensions, a 
sufficient income for citizens in old age. Likewise, and without prejudice to the obligations of the families, 
they shall promote their welfare through a system of social services that provides for their specific 
problems of health, housing, culture and leisure” (article 50 of the Spanish Constitution). 
133 For detailed reference on the use of the subsidiarity principle, see: Spicker (1991). 
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dependency. An example is the extensive transformation of residential homes 

for those who do not require assistance (self-sufficient) into those who require 

more assistance (assisted), and the creation of places for the assisted instead of 

the self-sufficient. 

Regions have often elaborated their own criteria of access or used the 

ones developed by the National Institution of Migration and Social Services. 

Criteria of access include elements such as health status, dependency, family 

situation, income and housing. However, the importance given to each of 

them is not always the same. As I have mentioned before, municipalities 

establish criteria of access to home help services. In some cases regions have 

approved norms of reference for municipalities. Moreover, different criteria are 

adopted when accessing different services (i.e. home help and residential 

homes). At the same time, coordination between primary services and 

specialised services is generally low, taking into account the fact that they 

belong to two different organisational structures. This constitutes an important 

coordination burden. 

It is a common tendency for families to seek the help of private care due 

to the lack of supply of public services. However, it is often the case that they 

do not have sufficient economic resources to pay for a private carer and/or 

they cannot access public services. In fact, most families who seek help from 

public social services have to face the “wall of means-testing” (Defensor del 

Pueblo, 2001). Moreover, public services tend to have strict requirements for 

access. Consequently, the end of many applications is quite often the waiting 

list.  

The existence of means-testing measures that have no relation to the 

objective need for help in the activities of daily living of the elderly people can 

be appreciated in the following examples. First, the existence of a family 

member assuming caring tasks tends to be penalised with negative points in 

the ranking of access. Second, reaching a certain, but often low, level of 

income can be a case for exclusion, under what has become known as the 

trap of the middle classes (Mathew Effect). Many people cannot get access to 

a public service because they are considered “rich” and yet when they try to 

access private services, they cannot afford it, they are “poor”. The 

consequence is that lying on service applications is becoming increasingly 
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common, as families know that the aim is to achieve the best score in order to 

gain access (Defensor del Pueblo, 2001). 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that the way of accessing social services 

leaves in general very little room for the user’s choices, not only with regard to 

access or lack of access, but also, in relation to the kind of help they can get, 

from who and how it is provided. In this respect, new mechanisms capable of 

promoting users’ choices have been established. However, they are not widely 

developed yet. This is the case of the introduction of social market mechanisms 

through vouchers (i.e. Galicia), which can give users more choice in accessing 

services. The procedure is the following: the government authorises a certain 

number of providers, generally for-profit or cooperatives, and gives the user the 

possibility to use the services provided by any of these authorised agencies. In 

this case, the user must justify that the money has been used in a concrete way. 

This is not the case of other countries, like Italy, where users can decide either to 

use the transfer to access a concrete service or to keep it and use it in other 

ways. 

As a last point it this section, and in order to appreciate the weaknesses 

of social services, I will compare social services with other core policy areas. It is 

possible to find a great differences between the ways in which social services 

are accessed as compared to health services or pensions (see the next table 

for a comparison between Social Security and social services). 
 

TABLE 3.7: SOCIAL SECURITY AND SOCIAL SERVICES (THE SPANISH CASE)  
 Social Security Social Services 

Legal rights Strong Weak 
Coverage Earning related benefits and 

dependants (universal: non 
contributory) 

Partly universal (primary attention), 
but mainly mean-tested with large 
waiting lists 

Responsibilities  Central government Regional/local government 
Central(residual) 

Delivering agents Central/regional Regional, local and private 
agencies 

Benefits/services Contributory benefits+minimum 
guarantee and low level of non-
contributory benefits 

Large variations within the country 

Funding Mainly Social Security 
contributions: employers and 
employees 

General taxes, 0.52% of the income 
tax, government grants and user 
fees 

Public regulation and 
control. 

Strong Weak, but increasing 

User’s role Citizen+insured Customer/client/citizen 
Source: Adapted from Sipila (1997) and StiernØ (1996) 
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In the case of social services, the user adopts the position of a 

“claimant”, with the administration deciding whether or not to give what has 

been claimed. However, in the two other cases, the role of the person is that of 

someone who is exercising a right, that is, a citizen. Therefore, there is no room 

for discretionary action. At the same time, the right is not conditioned by the 

availability and fulfilment of certain criteria. This situation shows the important 

differences between the rights, modes of access, juridical position and the way 

the administration intervenes in social services as compared to health care or 

pensions (Aznar, 2000). However, a positive aspect is how the recognition of 

rights to social services, such as the right to be given a pension or medical 

assistance is now starting to be discussed and admitted. A clear example of this 

is the introduction of long-term care insurance schemes in several European 

countries.  

 

Participation and Information 

So far, we have seen how public responsibilities are defined. We can 

mention the lack of a clear definition of rights and conditions of access 

dependent on the fulfilment of certain criteria and availability of resources. 

Here I analyse the existence of participation mechanisms for the population 

and the availability of information on services. All regional laws have 

established participation mechanisms for the associative movement and other 

groups such as professionals or trade unions through Regional Councils of Social 

Services (Consejos Regionales de Servicios Sociales) and/or their local 

counterparts. These are bodies of a consultative and counselling character, 

with varying and heterogeneous composition. The position and “real” 

participation of these bodies is generally weak. 

With regard to the elderly, the constitution in 1995 of the National 

Council on Elderly People represented an important boost to the associative 

movement and participation of different groups of elderly people.134 In 

addition, the celebration in the last few years of National Congresses of Elderly 

Associations has contributed to the dynamism of the associative movement, 

despite its limits and the administration’s lack of compromise over its 

                                                 
134 Real Decreto 2171/1994, de 4 de noviembre, por el que se crea y regula el Consejo Estatal de 
Personas Mayores. 
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conclusions.135 Regional and Municipal Councils of elderly people have been 

constituted as well, although their real competencies are very much limited by 

the corresponding administrations.  

Information is considered one of the main services that should be 

provided by the primary level. However, we should investigate the actual level 

of information among users and their families in relation to these services. I 

mentioned before the way in which services are provided. But, apart from 

different criteria of access and the specific characteristics of the individual, an 

important issue is what level of information people have on these services. Lack 

of information could condition the exercise of rights and access to services, 

independently of the efforts of the public administration to spread information 

or promote participation in these services. At the same time it could reinforce 

reluctant attitudes towards public services.  

Carers are mainly aware of home help (79.1%), temporary stays (50.6%), 

and the possibility of obtaining wheelchairs (62.5%). Of those who know of these 

services, only 6.8% use home help and 12.6% use wheelchairs (Campo Ladero, 

2000). Those aged 65+ mainly know about the existence of clubs for pensioners 

(87%), holiday programmes (80%), and special discounts (70%). Yet, only 30.4% 

goes to clubs, 15.7% take advantage of holiday programmes, and 24.9% of the 

discounts (IMSERSO/CIS, 1999:105). Abellán García (1999) reports the main 

reasons for not using services, even when people know about them: first, the 

existence of bureaucratic barriers; second, the cost or impossibility of access, 

and; third, the location of services and transport problems (affecting rural areas 

in particular); fourth, problems of mobility, fear, trust in informal carers and 

values. The last of them has been the main answer for not using formal help. This 

fact is indeed related to values. People say they are not interested or that 

services do not offer them anything particularly attractive. 

To conclude, it is important to mention how concrete mechanisms to 

promote information among the elderly and their carers have been 

implemented in several Spanish regions. Moreover, Casado and López (2001) 

have analysed the main factors influencing knowledge of public services. 

Results indicate that three main variables explain the different levels of 

knowledge concerning services: first, the higher the educational level the 

                                                 
135 For the reports of these congresses, see www.fundacionindependiente.es  
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higher the probability they know about the services; second, younger people 

have a higher probability of knowing about the services. Lastly, those exhibiting 

higher levels of dependency have a higher probability of knowing about public 

services. 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

The analysis of the extension and institutional design of social services for 

the elderly in Spain provides the following evidence. Regarding its extension, 

this chapter has shown a considerable and continuous increase in the 

percentage of the population of over 65 covered. At the same time, 

differences in coverage between regions have been found. It is also worth 

underlining how all services have increased their rates of coverage, despite the 

continuous rise in the number of elderly people. New services such as home 

help, alarm systems or day centres have been introduced with the aim of 

promoting care in the community and complementing traditional care (i.e. 

residential homes or clubs). The clear aim has been to provide services that are 

within reach of all, but this is not always successfully achieved. 

Furthermore, the set up of a national long-term care scheme or national 

framework regulating services of care for dependants is under discussion. 

Expenditure has increased as well, even though it is difficult to provide a clear 

and complete assessment. Expenditure also shows differences, between 

regions. However, it should be taken into account that state transfers are 

provided depending on the particular characteristics of each region (i.e. 

percentage of elderly people or dispersion of the population). 

Concerning the institutional design, this chapter shows how social 

services have overcome their poor-relief imprint, and their punctual and 

marginal nature. Currently, services are characterised by concepts like social 

welfare, promotion, quality, universality, prevention, social integration or 

participation. Regarding the dimensions and models proposed by Pavolini, it is 

possible to signal the following:  

a) Public responsibility for provision: the public sector is responsible for 

provision and it has recognised and regulated its responsibility regarding these 

services. This would imply the existence of a model of public hierarchy. 

However, as it leaves the possibility for private agents of different kinds to 
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participate in provision, this entails the application of an enlarged government 

model. 

b) Responsibility for funding and regulation: here we can refer to that of 

social assistance. This means that the public sector holds a central role in the 

regulation and funding. However, as it has been mentioned above, the public 

sector is not the main provider as it transfers this responsibility to private agents. 

At the same time, it is possible to mention the existence of emerging 

experiences related to the regulation of a private market model, along with the 

application of mechanisms to promote employment creation and the 

elimination of the black economy (predominance of informal care and 

informal care market of services).  

c) Characteristic of the intervention, responsibility for the selection, and 

characteristics of authorised providers: this system primarily applies that of 

regulated social assistance, that is, the provision of services or economic 

payments linked to a concrete aim. Their widespread mode of provision is 

through concerted action practices. Yet, the incipient application of similar 

social market mechanisms (i.e. vouchers) has also been appreciated. This 

particular dimension also applies, but with relatively less strength, to non-linked 

social assistance. This takes place through the use of monetary transfers from 

the public sector to users, where the latter do not have to justify their use (i.e. 

tax deductions). 

It is therefore possible to characterise this case as an enlarged 

government applying a model of regulated and non-linked social assistance 

(mainly concerted action). Incipient social market mechanisms can also be 

found, and free monetary transfers (i.e. tax deductions) seem to be a 

widespread feature within the system. This contrasts with the situation of the pre-

democratic period where an underdeveloped model of social assistance, of a 

predominantly non-linked character was in place. In this respect, we can refer 

to the following changes. 

First, (public responsibility for provision): the public sector has not explicitly 

recognised its responsibility regarding these services as it has done in the 

regional legislation on social services. Therefore, and despite the poor but 

existent public action, the application of an enlarged government model was 

predominant as far as the inaction of the public sector has been concerned. 
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Second (responsibility for funding and regulation): on the basis of the 

proposed models the only applicable option was also that of social assistance. 

However, we can signal its underdeveloped character regarding the role 

played by the public sector.  

Third (characteristic of the intervention, responsibility for the selection, 

and characteristics of authorised providers): it is possible to refer to the use of 

non-linked monetary transfers as an extended mode of action. Note that the 

Spanish system has been traditionally income-transfer-focused and not service-

focused. Also, the provision, particularly of services, was of a reduced 

character. At the same time, concerted action (or indeed any action) related 

with social market mechanisms was applied. 

However, despite that changes in the principles applied and in their 

design have taken place, for instance: the recognition of public responsibilities 

regarding social services, the right to social services but with no guarantee as a 

subjective right, the inclusion of quality measures, the non-distinction of users 

regarding their contributions to the Social Security System, the extension of 

participation mechanisms and informative measures, the introduction and 

improvement of coordination measures, the increasing decentralisation, the 

changing role of the private sector despite its still current importance, and, the 

predominance of tax funded services. Its main current features do present 

specific characteristics that pose challenges regarding its reform and 

development. In this regard, it is possible to portray the Spanish system as being: 

mixed, decentralised, familistic, and weak in the promotion of social rights. 

First, the Spanish system is mixed due to the existence of different 

organisations and bodies responsible for social services. It is also unclear in its limits, 

as it remains a fragmented system that hinders the achievement of consensus and 

reforms. But also, it has coordination problems among different organisational 

bodies and systems.  

Second, it is a decentralised system. High decentralisation has allowed it to 

bring services closer to users, but this has brought about regional differences in 

service coverage, the services provided and expenditure levels. However, despite 

its fragmentation and the lack of a national framework regulating this policy area, 

regional intervention presents, in general terms, wide similarities in its mode of 

action with a rise in differentiation in areas such as the role given to the private 
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initiative, decentralisation towards local administration, and degree of 

coordination. Concerning decentralisation, it is possible to argue that it has 

prompted innovation and diffusion. However, it has also placed barriers on 

coordination and achievement of common objectives. Another current burden on 

the Spanish system is the existence of a wide number of municipalities with low 

financial autonomy, which are highly dependant on national and regional funds. 

Third, the social services system is familistic and weak in the promotion of 

social rights because it places the main care burden on the family and it leaves 

both users and their families in a weak position. Thus, services are not guaranteed 

as real rights. Instead, they depend on existing financial resources and means-

testing measures, and professionals, who play an important role as gatekeepers of 

the system. It is also a system that still depends a great deal on private initiative for 

the provision of public services. This shows the problems of trying to overcome a 

poorly developed public policy. Lastly, social services have a marginal position, a 

low level of investment and supply, and their users occupy a disadvantaged 

place in comparison to other policy areas such as health care or pensions. The 

next table provides a comparison of the Spanish system of social services over 

time. 

 

TABLE 3.8: SPANISH SYSTEM OF SOCIAL SERVICES. COMPARISON OVER TIME 
 Beginning of Democratic Period Today 
Extension Low Low, but with considerable increase. 

Development of new services. Change from 
residential to community based services. 

Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility mainly 
residual and provided within different 
systems 

Public de iure, private de facto. Tendency 
towards universalisation based on needs 
and not economic situation 

Rights They were not recognised, only for those 
affiliated to Social Security, but with limited 
number of services 

Not recognised as subjective rights 

Quality No Yes, mainly measures regarding service 
provision 

Access and 
Eligibility 

Social Security versus social assistance and 
beneficence 

Mean-tested for contributory and non-
contributory 

Participation Very low Increasing. Existence of formal bodies of 
participation 

Information Almost non-existent Existent, but still not really embedded within 
the population 

Coordination No Existing measures, but still main policy 
constraint 

Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation High decentralisation at the regional level. 
Still limited at the local one. 

Role of private 
initiative 

Public subsidiary of private (non-profit). For 
profit sector with residual presence 

Non-profit has been partially institutionalised 
and receives public funding. 
For-profit increase in elderly services 

Organisation 
and Funding 

Centralised organisation. 
Funding: Social Security, General Tax System 

Decentralised organisation 
Funding: Social Security and General Tax 
system, mainly the second. 
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Consequently, this chapter has completed the evidence reported in the 

previous one regarding the components of the “Tris”, but also of the problem, 

policy and politics stream. For instance, this chapter has shown how demand has 

been constrained to flourish and become explicit not only due to the existence of 

strong links of solidarity and commitment to care in Spain, but also, due to the 

specific institutional conditions in which it stands. The latter, would also have 

impeded further expansion of the system in the context of a late-developing 

policy.  

Moreover, the results obtained here confirm the proposition stated in 

chapter one concerning the fact that a rise in the number of people would be 

coupled with an increase in the number of services and coverage. This situation 

has been accompanied, among other issues, with changes in the main principles 

applied, the increasing role played by regions as the main regulators of this policy, 

and the recent incorporation, via the academic and professional arenas, of care 

issues on the agenda (i.e. discussion of a long-term care). At this point, it seems 

possible to argue, that it has been others rather than risk-bearers who have taken 

the main active role in these changes. At the same time, that the programme and 

ideas favoured by these actors have been accompanied by non-altruistic 

objectives. This is related to the fact that it is only recently that care for the elderly 

has started to be recognised as an explicit problem demanding a response.  

Therefore, the analysis (in this and the previous chapter) has allowed us to 

unpack the components of the “Tris”. That is, how the late-development of these 

policies, the strong role assumed by the family, plus the complex, fragmented and 

decentralised structure, have characterised the existing Spanish system of social 

services. Besides, it provides evidence as to how the combination of the politics, 

problem and policy streams have characterised the evolution of this policy. 

First, (problem stream), it is possible to argue that changes have taken 

place in a context where demand does exist, but in which it has not created until 

present much of a burden for the political and administrative spheres. At the same 

time social services policy do not yet appear, particularly for the population, as a 

stable component of the protection system. However, the fact that the population 

identifies social services in such a way, and that demand has not been 

identified/created challenges until recently for the political and administrative 



 

 116 

spheres, does not imply that no response to these problems has been forthcoming 

over the period analysed here. 

Second (politics and policy streams), the evolution of social services policy 

has been constrained by interaction within a complex and unclear institutional 

design, the administrative (the regional) level holding primary responsibility for 

policy development but without the full resources required to accomplish such a 

task, and a starting point shaped by the existence of poorly developed public 

policy. Moreover, these factors have contributed to maintaining care as a 

primarily private issue. However, it has also been possible to appreciate how, 

despite these problems, public intervention, particularly at the regional level, has 

managed to overcome some of these constraints. 

Third (policy stream), despite the above-mentioned facts, certain elements 

seem to have compensated for the influence of previously mentioned factors, 

although not always with full success: the programme favoured by those who 

have been able to exert influence, particularly party politics ideology, and the 

contributions of the academic, professional and administrative spheres; the 

consideration of care needs as a problem requiring a response, mainly by the 

groups mentioned earlier; the will to improve social protection in the country, and 

the existence of learning and diffusion processes.  

All in all, it is possible to argue that in response to the main questions raised 

in this work, the general analysis done up to now has been helpful insofar as 

understanding why this system remains poorly developed, especially at the level of 

coverage. On the other hand, it has not completely explained who/what brought 

about the changes given the relatively strong drive to care for the elderly (family 

care meaning) in the country.  

In the following chapters, based on case studies, I will investigate more in 

depth issues that have arisen here, particularly with regard to policy-making 

processes and the factors that have accounted for changes in this policy area. 

The hope is that these case studies will confirm whether reforms and change 

undertaken by regional governments have been a feature of the perception 

and/or experience of the need for institutional change, and, whether mediation 

for risk-bearers has been characterised by the aim of consolidating an intervention 

role as policy actors and facilitating government capabilities (i.e. non-altruistic 

motives), or rather in response to their social needs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This is the first of the four chapters in which the reform processes that led 

to the passing of major social services legislation in Asturias and Galicia are 

analysed. The aim of these chapters is to unpack the main motivations and 

factors that contributed of these reforms. These four chapters are similar both in 

their objectives and structure. The aim is to compare results both over time and 

between cases. The importance of this analysis derives from the main objective 

of this research. That is, to understand what factors have contributed to 

change and reform of social services for the elderly in Spain in the context of 

the “Tris”. 

The analysis elaborated in chapters two and three have improved our 

knowledge about the following aspects: how positive issues such as an increase 

in the number of services and expenditure, a rise in coverage, and changes in 

the main principles informing this policy area have taken place. However, and 

despite this, Spain still shows low services coverage and still maintains an 

assistance approach to these policies, by placing the main care burden on 

families. Thus, it is arguable that the combination of a complex and unclear 

institutional design plus a poorly developed public policy has strongly shaped 

social services evolution. This hinders policy development, expansion, and 

reform, and it also impedes “greater engagement” of the population in this 

policy area. In addition, it has not contributed to making demand flourish. Party 

politics ideology/political ideology has also been identified as an intervening, 
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although secondary factor, in shaping specific changes. Moreover, a 

continuous process of policy updating and policy learning has been 

appreciated, where both external and internal policy diffusion have taken 

place. 

However, a general analysis such as the one undertaken so far does not 

provide us with complete insight into the causes behind these changes. Nor 

does it tell us who the main actors intervening in these processes have been. 

Therefore, as I have already mentioned, the importance of the regional level as 

a unit of analysis is key to this research. Consequently, to have a better and 

more precise understanding of the factors that have contributed to the 

evolution and reform of this policy over time, emphasis must inevitably be 

placed on the regional level. 

In this first chapter, I investigate the first reform to social services 

legislation in Asturias that took place in 1987. This chapter is divided into four 

sections. The first analyses the main principles applied in the reform and its 

results. The second investigates the political and policy context prior to the 

reform. The third analyses the main factors at issue when taking the decision to 

regulate social services, and on what basis and principles the decision was 

taken. The fourth concentrates on the characteristics of the consultation 

process and public debate.  

The information extracted from this chapter will allow us to complete our 

previous analysis and know more about how the reform of these services took 

place. For instance, it is worth flagging up how starting from an almost non-

existent public policy this reform created the basis for the regulation and 

establishment of social services as a policy area based on public responsibility. 

The main reasons for this change can be attributed in the first place to the 

window of opportunity opened up within the politics stream by recent 

democratisation, the approval of the Constitution and Statute of Autonomy, 

and the beginning of the decentralisation process, in other words, to the major 

institutional and political transformations which occurred in the country. To this 

we can add the intervention of the policy stream, particularly with regard to 

the desire, but also the idea, to build up a public system of social services in the 

context of general will for modernisation, the rejection of past policies, and the 

expansion of social protection in the country. 
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It was in this context that the initiative of the regional government 

regarding social services reform came about. In this respect, political promotion 

in collaboration with technical elaboration, and the programme favoured by 

regional governments, can be considered the main features of the policy-

making process. This mediation can be characterised as non-altruistic. It was to 

do with profiting from the new institutional and political situation mentioned 

above and the gain from specific pay-offs. At this point, it is worth flagging up 

the regional government’s will to reinforce its position as a new policy actor, 

coupled with an existing desire to consolidate the newly created regional 

administration at all levels, and not lag behind other regions. Finally, there was 

also a determination to overcome the perceived and existent institutional 

constraints in the area under scrutiny.  

Therefore, it is possible to refer to these as the core aspects within the 

reform. However, this mediation was also characterised by the diffusion of 

PSOE’s ideas and learning between regions, so as not to lag behind others, and 

on account of the lack of experience regarding policy intervention in this policy 

area. Finally, it is important to signal the influence of the ideology and position 

of the governing party in Asturias, the PSOE, since the alliance with national 

government further supported and contributed to the spread of predominant 

policy ideas in this area. All in all, this reform informs us how new political and 

institutional features provided a favourable backdrop which regional 

governments were able to profit from in reforming a policy area that was not a 

main social or political priority. 

 

1. GENERAL PRINCIPLES AND CHANGES INCORPORATED BY THE REFORM OF 1987 

The law of social services in Asturias was approved in 1987 during the first 

legislative period of democratic rule. At that time, Asturias was governed by a 

PSOE majority. The only two parties in opposition were the Alianza Popular (AP) 

and the Communist Party (PCE). Ideas embedded in the general principles 

promoted by these parties presented certain similarities (see table 4.1). However, 

the main points of contrast could be found in the basic philosophy that political 

actors sought to apply. Moreover, the divergent understanding of the way in 

which social policy should be operationalised could be explained by the 

different political ideologies of these political groups (right/left). 



 

 120 

 

TABLE 4.1: GENERAL PRINCIPLES PROPOSED BY PSOE, AP AND PCE IN ASTURIAS 
 
 
 
PSOE 

• Public responsibility (coupled with enough financial, technical, and human 
resources, allowing for efficacy in provision) 
• Equality and universality, focusing on services and policies for all citizens without 
discrimination 
• Prevention of the causes of social needs (without forgetting actions aimed at 
satisfying them, once present) 
• Normalisation, (facilitating access to institutions of general character, with the 
exception of individual specific needs, and ensuring permanence and contact with 
families in all cases) 
• Coordination, by promoting the application of common criteria in different bodies 
and institutions dealing with social services 
• Decentralisation and sectorialisation of services, trying to manage them from the 
nearest level to the citizen when it is possible to do it in an efficient way. 
• Participation of citizens in the planning, surveillance, evaluation of programmes 
and plans of action, and management of social services 
• Solidarity in relations and fair distribution of social resources between persons, 
groups and communities of the region. 
• Globality, promoting the welfare of the person, both in the individual and 
community dimensions. 

 
 
 
AP 

• Subsidiary in the management or direct provision by the regional administration 
with respect to private entities or persons and local administration 
• Coordination and promotion of the Consultative Council of Social Services 
• Inclusion of the social services policy in the global framework of the economic 
policy of the region 
• No discrimination against persons or groups in need of social services or social 
benefits  
• Decentralisation in the management and supply of services by public bodies 
• Public responsibility in the elimination of social marginality and of the factors that 
undermine a good quality of life and social welfare. 

 
 
 
PCE 

• Importance of consensus 
• Public responsibility 
• User participation 
• Funding mechanisms in the regional budgets to secure the development of 
legislation 
• Evaluation of real social needs 
• Intra-sectorial coordination (real and practical connection between social 
assistance, health, cultural and educational services) 
• Elimination of marginalisation, inequality and misery 
• Avoidance of absolute privatisation of social services centres 
• Abolition of class-based discriminatory policy of grants 
• Consultative Council on Social Welfare not only counsellor, but consultative and 
executive 

Source: Own elaboration based on: Law 5/1987 on Social Services (Ley 5/1987 de servicios sociales). 
(PSOE). AP: (BOJGP, 1987a: 8742). PCE: (DSJGP, 1987). 

 

The law on social services of 1987 was the first regulation of its kind on this 

issue in Asturias. Therefore, it is important to analyse its main characteristics. 

Regarding the definition of public responsibilities, it is important to refer to the 

way in which the recognition of full regional responsibility for social assistance, 

included in the Constitution and the Statute of Autonomy, was extended to 

social services. The term social services was adopted both in the project and in 

the final text and would end up being that accepted from that point onwards 

as referring to the area that was being regulated. The extension from social 
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assistance to social services was not a peculiarity of Asturias. All regions had 

adopted this term, and only in some cases did they not include it in the title of 

their regional laws.136 The use of responsibilities mentioned in the Constitution, 

Statute of Autonomy and the adoption of the term social services in the title of 

the legislation, implied a strengthening of the responsibilities of the regional 

administration versus the central administration. That is, from that moment 

onwards regions, and not the central government, became the main agents in 

the development of social services policy. 

The distribution of functions among different administrations was the 

following. The region was to be mainly in charge of the functions of planning, 

producing statistics regarding social needs, inspection and supervision of 

services, authorisation of centres, promotion and organisation of benefits at the 

regional level, technical assistance and counselling to the local level and social 

initiative (article 11).137 The responsibilities given to the local level were the 

following: a) promotion, management and development of social and 

community services, on their own or through agreements with other 

municipalities; b) the analysis of social resources and needs; c) supervision, 

coordination and planning of services; d) benefits and activities according to 

regional planning; e) creation and maintenance of specialised social services 

at the local level; f) management functions delegated by the region (article 

12). It is important to remember that according to the Law of Bases of the Local 

Regime of 1985, municipalities of more than 20,000 inhabitants have 

responsibility for social services. 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that the region had the main regulatory 

functions and aimed to support municipalities in the development and 

management of community services. It is also possible to mention that the 

region adopted the role reserved to the central administration until that 

moment. That is, instead of a full decentralisation of services to the local 

level,138 the region decided to keep some functions in terms of regulation and 

control. One of the questions that arises here is the financial capacity of the 

local administration to accomplish the newly acquired functions. At the time 

                                                 
136 As I mentioned in the historical chapter, the only regions that did not include social services in the title 
of their legislation were Baleares, Aragón and Cantabria, instead, they used the term social action. 
137 All the articles mentioned in this section correspond to the final text of the law on social services.(Ley 
5/1987, de 11 de abril, de servicios sociales (also available in BOJGPA, 1987b). 
138 This refers to the application of the subsidiarity principle and aims to bring services to the users. 
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when the law was passed, a considerable number of municipalities did not 

have minimum services, or the economic or technical resources to develop 

them. 

However, this situation was to be solved with the transfer of grants from 

the regional administration (almost 75% of the budget) (Ms Munárriz-PSOE in 

DSJGPA, 1987). From 1989, the financial contribution of the Concerted Plan for 

the Development of Social Services also fostered the development of basic 

services at the municipal level. However, it can be argued that the 

dependency on annual grants for these services may affect the continuity and 

consolidation of services in some cases. In this respect, the regional government 

mentioned that in cases where a municipality was not interested in developing 

certain services, they themselves were in the process of regulating a new public 

service of social service under the control of the regional government that 

would aim to guarantee equality for all citizens. 

Universality was established as one of the general principles of the law: 

“Equality and universality, by directing services to all citizens without any sort of 

discrimination” (article 3). However, there would not be any initiative 

establishing mechanisms to promote such universality until the reform of 2003. 

The way users’ rights were included in the law was in principle vague as to its 

implementation.139 Moreover, the possibility of establishing a subjective right to 

social services was not operationalised, and no reference was made to users’ 

responsibilities. 

Social services were designed as a public system of social protection 

(article 4). They were organised at two different levels (articles 4 and 5): first, 

community services, aiming to promote and develop the social welfare of the 

population and, in case of need, orient users to specialised services; second, 

specialised services, aiming to cover the needs of specific population sectors. 

The law included coordination among its general principles in article 3. 

That is, promoting the application of common criteria of intervention between 

different bodies and institutions working in the same area. In addition, through 

this law the different aspects that determine the public system of social services 

were defined. They distinguished them from other systems of public intervention 
                                                 
139 Article 2 Right holders: “1. All the Spaniards who are residents in the territory of the autonomous 
region are entitled to the social services regulated in the present law. Visitors are entitled under the 
conditions provided by regulation. 2. As for foreigners and refugees it will depend on the provision of 
international treaties and other provisions in force in this matter”. 
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such as the health, educational and cultural systems, and aimed to guarantee 

coordination and integration between them and the social services system 

(preamble). There was no reference to the establishment of mechanisms of 

collaboration or coordination with the central administration, which might be 

interpreted as the regional government considering itself fully autonomous and 

independent in the accomplishment of its own policy.  

Funding sources were regulated in article 16. Funding mechanisms 

depended on annual regional budgets, donations and user’s contributions. In 

this case, a minimum percentage of the budget to be devoted to social 

services was not established, as happened in other cases. However, this seems 

to be the common situation in most of the regional legislation passed during 

the 80’s. For instance, Asturias, Andalusia, Catalonia and the Basque Country 

did not include a specific percentage to be allocated to services either. 

However, article 11 of the law on social services of Navarra establishes that the 

budget for expenditure on social services will not be lower than six per cent of 

the general budget of the region.140 The dependency on annual regional 

budgets could be influenced by the political will to spend on these services, 

taking into account the fact that there was no obligation on municipalities to 

do so. Moreover, the central government also contributed to social services 

funding. 

As regards quality, there was no specific mention either of the control 

and quality of services, nor of inspection and fine mechanisms. Access and 

eligibility, although aiming to be universal, depended mainly on the economic 

situation of the individual.  Information to users regarding their rights and current 

resources were included among the basic functions of community services 

(article 6.1.a). The collection of information regarding needs in order to plan 

social services was done at the same time (article 6.1.b). 

Concerning participation, the option taken was extremely clear and it 

was incorporated as one of the main innovations of this legal text. Article 17 

promoted the participation of citizens in the planning and management of 

public social services and private social services which were funded publicly or 

had agreements (contracting out) with the administration. In order to allow for 

participation, the Consultative Council of Social Welfare (Consejo Asesor de 

                                                 
140 Ley foral de Navarra 4/1983, de 30 marzo sobre servicios sociales. 
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Bienestar Social del Principado de Asturias) was created. This aimed to allow 

participation of the voluntary sector, social groups, professionals and users. 

Participation was regulated and recognised in articles 18 (creation of 

Consultative Council of Social Welfare), and article 19 (Consultative Council’s 

functions). Furthermore, the possibility of establishing local and district councils 

was foreseen in article 20. The functions given to this body were basically 

consultative rather than executive. However the decision of including for the 

first time a body with these characteristics was very important, given that no 

body with similar functions existed before this law was passed. The creation of 

this Council aimed to allow for democratic participation in the regional 

institutions. Sectorial and local councils were neither incorporated nor 

regulated. This situation raises important doubts as to the mechanisms for user 

participation, in cases where users were not living in a residential institution. 

The private initiative was regulated in articles 13, 14 and 15. The regional 

government aimed to promote the participation of associations and non-profit 

institutions in the provision of specialised services and social action activities. In 

this respect, it established grant programmes and distributed grants according 

to the aims signalled by the regional planning of social services and on the 

basis of guarantees provided by the private institution that these tasks would be 

fulfilled (article 13).  

In addition, the regional government could declare of interest for the 

region the non-profit organisations which provided social services and fulfilled 

the following criteria: development of its activities within the regional territory; 

registration on a register; democratic functioning, and inspection by regional 

authorities (article 14). Lastly, the regional government aimed to promote and 

regulate voluntary action participation, mainly through associations providing 

services (article 15). The next table (4.2) provides a summary of the changes 

incorporated by this reform. 
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TABLE 4.2: WHAT WERE THE CHANGES WITH THE REFORM OF 1987 IN ASTURIAS? 

Responsibilities Public de iure private (family) de facto. Will to establish a public system of 
social services 

Rights Recognised, but no mechanisms to articulate them 
Quality No references to inspection and fine mechanisms 
Access and 
Eligibility 

Depending on economic situation (specialised services). Community 
services for the whole population 

Participation Recognised and promoted through Councils 
Information Recognised as basic benefit. Information also as a need (compilation of 

information on needs)  
Coordination Recognised as main aim, but not clear mechanisms 
Decentralisation Region: main regulator; local: main provider; private: collaborator (only 

non-profit initiative). Re-centralisation at the regional level. 
Role of the private 
initiative 

Subsidiary of the public sector. Only references to the non-profit sector. 
Promotion and regulation of voluntary action (weak) 

Organisation and 
Funding 

Organisation: Community and specialised services. Funding: regional 
budgets, donations, user’s contributions 

Source: Own elaboration based on Law 5/1987 on social services  

 

2. GENERAL BACKGROUND PRIOR TO REFORM: TOWARDS THE REORGANISATION 
OF A BLACK BOX 
 

2.1 Political Context and Inherited policy 

Before the celebration of the first regional elections in Asturias the so-

called “pre-autonomous period” went by. This lasted from 11th October 1977 to 

30th December 1981. In October 1977, the assembly of parliamentarians, 

constituted by ten deputies and four elected senators, decided to open 

negotiations with the Unión de Centro Democrático government to provide the 

region with a pre-autonomous status. In December 1981, the Statute of 

Autonomy of Asturias was approved.141 The Statute gathered in its article 

10.1.24, among other exclusive responsibilities, social assistance, social welfare, 

plus community development and social insertion. Article 10.1.30 also included 

exclusive responsibilities regarding foundations that could develop their action 

within the regional territory. 

The pre-autonomous governments numbered two and both were 

headed by Mr Rafael Fernández of the PSOE. The first government was 

constituted after the meeting of the assembly in Parliament on 3rd November 

1978, when the Regional Council was created. The second government was 

established on 18th June 1979 after the general elections in March and the 

local elections in April. Mr Fernández also headed another government with the 

Statute of Autonomy already in force, until the first regional elections for the 
                                                 
141 Ley Orgánica 7/1981, de 30 de diciembre, del Estatuto de Autonomía para Asturias. 
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non-historical regions were celebrated jointly with the local elections in 1983 (de 

Blas, 2002: 84). In these elections the PSOE gained the absolute majority in 

parliament with over 50% of the votes, 24 deputies. The PSOE was followed by 

Alianza, Popular-Partido Demócrata, Popular-Unión Liberal (AP-PDP-UL), with 14 

deputies; and the Communist Party (PCE), with 5 deputies.142 

 The convergence of the beginning of the new regional government and 

the development of a new regional administration made this period a key and 

complicated one. At this time, the foundations for the new regional 

administration began to be created, including the reorganisation of social 

services. These services were inserted within the Regional Ministry of Work and 

Social Action. Simultaneously a Regional Direction of Social Action was 

created, constituting the main body responsible for social services in the region. 

The reorganisation of social services would have one of its key moments during 

this legislative period with the approval of the regional law on social services in 

1987. 

The situation inherited by the first regional government in the area of 

social services came from the authoritarian regime and consisted of a network 

of centres of the extinguished Provincial administration (Diputación) and Public 

Foundations for assistance to the elderly and mentally handicapped 

(Fundaciones Públicas para la Asistencia a los Ancianos y Subnormales).143 To 

this was added the transfer of social services and social assistance to the 

National Institute of Social Assistance (Instituto Nacional de Asistencia 

Social/INAS) and their provincial directions, and the transfer of social services to 

the Territorial Delegations of Health and Social Security in 1982 and 1984.144 

Once transfers of powers from the central state were achieved, Asturias 

acquired responsibility for social action and elderly people, but only within the 

areas not covered by Social Security, that is to say, in the case of the elderly, all 

those who at that moment were not covered by the contributory Social 

Security System. This fact basically meant that the only responsibilities 
                                                 
142 http://www.sadei.es/datos 
143 These foundations were disolved by the: Ley 13/1984, de 21 de noviembre, de disolución de las 
Fundaciones Públicas de “"Cuevas y Yacimientos Prehistóricos", de "Asistencia a Ancianos" y de 
"Asistencia a Subnormales". 
144 Real Decreto 251/1982, de 15 de enero, sobre transferencia de competencias, funciones y servicios de 
la Administración del Estado a entes Preautonómicos en materia de servicios y asistencia social. BOE 
39, de 15 de febrero. Real Decreto 667/1984, de 8 de febrero, sobre ampliación del traspaso de funciones 
y servicios y adaptación de los medios transferidos en régimen preautonómico al Principado de Asturias 
en materia de asistencia social y servicios sociales. BOE n11, de 9 de mayo. 
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transferred where those of taking care of the poorest, implying very limited 

resources. Transfers also brought to the region lack of organisation, lack of 

resources, and lack of coordination. That is, a transfer of the problems existing 

at the level of central administration to the regional level. In fact, it is possible to 

argue that autonomy was not accompanied by financial sources: “What 

happened was that, at that moment, what was received was autonomy 

without money”.145 

Availability of public resources was very limited and scattered across 

different administrations (municipalities, regional and central administration). 

Private initiatives, mainly religious groups, were the principal supplier of formal 

services. At the same time, the existence of different bodies in charge of public 

provision was another remarkable fact. These issues can be appreciated in the 

next two tables (4.3 and 4.4) in the specific area of services for the elderly. 

In this respect, the Guide of Social Resources of Asturias gathers data on 

clubs or homes (hogares) 146 and residential institutions. The clubs and homes 

numbered 14 and depended mainly on the Social Fund of the Caja de Ahorros, 

4 centres and the Service of Attendance to Pensioners (Servicio de Atención al 

Pensionista/SAP) of the Social Security, 4 centres. The rest was mainly in private 

hands, either of the church or of independent commissions. The number of 

residential homes, colloquially known as asylums,147 was 29. Most of them 

belonged to the private sector, religious groups and Caritas (15 centres), 

patronages and foundations (4 centres), municipalities (3 centres), Social 

Security (3 centres) and provincial administration (Diputación) (3 centres). 

                                                 
145 Interview with Fernández Felgueroso, M.A. General Director of Social Action-Regional Ministry of 
Health and Social Services (Asturias, 1984-1991). Social Affairs Councillor (Gijón Town Hall, 1999-
2003). 
146 These are centres for retired people mainly devoted to social activities (no care provision). 
147 “Asilos” in Spanish. The term “asylum” is equivalent to what is nowadays called a “residential home” 
(residencia in Spanish) for the elderly. This was the term traditionally used and still used presently by 
most of the elderly. The works are associated to reclusion, poor relief. According to the Gran Diccionario 
Enciclopédico Durwan asilo (asylum) means: “an institution in which poor people are sheltered and 
provided some assistance”. In English, asylum: “dated a mental hospital, or any other institution giving 
shelter and other help to poor or suffering people” (International dictionary of English. Cambridge). 
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TABLE 4.3: PUBLIC BODIES WHOSE MAIN ACTIVITIES RELATE TO THE ELDERLY  
Public Bodies Activities 
Municipality Help through the Padrón de Benefiencia (poor 

people roll), which provides free medical and 
pharmaceutical assistance to the people living 
in the municipality and whose family income is 
not higher than the minimum salary (salario 
mínimo interprofesional). Non-contributors to 
the Social Security. Unable to work due to illness 
or because aged 60+ years. 

Delegation of the central government in the 
provinces 

(Diputación Provincial) 

In charge of managing access to own 
residential homes or concerted homes within 
the service of the “Social Fund” 

National Fund of Social Assistance 
(Fondo Nacional de Asistencia Social/FONAS) 

Pensions for elderly people who do not have 
any other income. Funding of social centres for 
the elderly. 

National Institute of Social Services 
(INSERSO) 

Services for the elderly (Social Security), 
residential homes and homes for the elderly 
(hogares de pensionistas) 

Source: Own elaboration based on Almudi Martínez et al. (1980) 
 

TABLE 4.4: PRIVATE BODIES AND ASSOCIATIONS RELATED WITH ELDERLY PEOPLE AND MAIN 
ACTIVITIES 

Private Bodies and Associations Activities 
 

Associations of Pensioners and Retired 
(6 groups, 10 centres) 

 
Mainly social and cultural 

 
Social Fund of the Caja de Ahorros 

 

 
Leisure centres and relaxation for pensioners 
clients of the Caja de Ahorros 

 
Caritas 

 
Programme of help for the elderly through the 
provision of so-called “elderly flats” (5 flats) 

Source: Own elaboration based on Almudi Martínez et al. (ibid) 
 

Consequently, the main characteristics of social services policy during 

this period can be characterised as follows (see table 4.5). Responsibility for 

provision was primarily private. That is, the family was the main informal 

provider, and non-profit organisations, mainly religious groups, were the 

principal formal provider. This low level of responsibility at the level of public 

administration was also reflected in a minimum level of public services offered 

to the population. Rights to services were only recognised for those affiliated to 

Social Security, but even in this case they were not guaranteed. The rest of the 

population depended on private initiatives or poor relief.  

Quality measures did not exist and they were not considered either. 

Participation and information were very limited. Participation was recognised 

and regulated for persons living in institutions, but its real effectiveness and 

decision-making power seemed neither to be put into practice nor to be 
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effective in real terms. Moreover, coordination could not be considered at all a 

characteristic of the system, given the fact that it has mainly been described 

and characterised by its lack of organisation, coordination and existing 

fragmentation.  

Decentralisation started timidly to be applied, but faced problems in its 

operability. That is, services devolved from the central administration were 

incorporated into the existing regional services with the aim of creating a new 

system that could not be considered as such. In addition, one of the main 

problems here was that the transfer of responsibilities was basically a transfer of 

most of the problematic areas of the previous administration. Reconstruction 

and the starting point for change were therefore constrained by this fact. The 

role of the private initiative (non-profit) was crucial at this time, as the main 

formal provider of services. Social services organisation was mainly centralised 

and their functioning depended on two financial regimes of different 

characteristics, Social Security and General Tax System (Presupuestos 

Generales del Estado). 

 
TABLE 4.5: SITUATION PRIOR TO THE REFORM OF 1987 IN ASTURIAS 

Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility mainly residual and provided 
within different systems 

Rights They were not recognised, except for those affiliated to Social 
Security, but with limited number of services 

Quality No 
Access and 
Eligibility 

Only for people with no resources and covered by the Social Security 
System. Concept of services for frail elderly did not exist. 

Participation For those living in institutions 
Information Almost non-existent 
Coordination. No 
Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation 
Role of private initiative Public subsidiary of private (non-profit). For-profit sector with residual 

presence 
Organisation and funding Centralised. Two different sources of funding: Social Security and 

General Tax System 
 

2.2 Main Policy Ideas 

Initially, social services or the elaboration of a regional law on social 

services did not appear to be high-priority objectives in the program of the 

PSOE, nor in the main lines set out by the President of the regional government 

in June 1983. In the electoral programme of the PSOE for the regional elections 

of 1983 there was no reference to the elaboration of a law on social services, 
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but it included many of the principles and motivations that would be 

incorporated into the law (PSOE, 1983).  

The lack of conceptual precision regarding social services can be 

underlined when analysing the speech (discurso de investidura) of the 

president of the regional government, Mr de Silva (DSJGPA, 1983a). This 

exposition was not very clear in its terms, as he talked about health services and 

educational services when referring to social assistance. In addition, he referred 

to social assistance as a complex and heterogeneous area, but without 

mentioning the areas included in this field of public action. This reinforces the 

argument regarding the limited and little developed policy culture, despite the 

attempts for change.  

However, areas included and considered in the field of social assistance 

and social services, and a more developed discourse in this field could be 

found in the speech of the Regional Minister of Work and Social Action, Mr 

Mendez.148 Moreover, the minister also mentioned the intention of the 

government to elaborate a regional law on social services (DSJGPA, 1983b). 

The principal objectives that he underlined were the following: to overcome the 

old concept of beneficence, to create a new system of social services, to 

promote participation at all levels, to promote information, to develop 

decentralisation of community services towards the local level, to coordinate 

resources and activities, and to gain better knowledge of the existing resources 

in the region. The problems in accomplishing these objectives were mainly 

related to the characteristics of previous policy, the limited resources, 

dispersion, fragmentation, and the lack of operability of transfers from the 

central administration (see the next table for a summary of the main objectives 

and problems to carry out regarding social services). 

                                                 
148 Mr Fernando Méndez was replaced in July 1984 by Mr Ricardo Ulpiano Alvarez González. 
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TABLE 4.6: MAIN OBJECTIVES AND MAIN PROBLEMS BEFORE THE APPROVAL OF THE 1987 
LAW IN ASTURIAS 

Objectives Main Problems 
• Overcome the old concept of poor relief 
(beneficencia) and overcome the old 
authoritarian and paternalistic administration 
• Creation of a public system of social services 
and a new area of protection complementary to 
the Social Security and Health systems 
• Allow participation by social initiatives, users, 
and the local level through a Regional Council of 
Social Services  
• Information campaigns related to the 
availability of resources, functions and existing 
benefits 
• Elaboration of a map of needs and resources, 
and a register of centres and resources 
• Decentralisation of community social services 
towards the local level 
Coordination of existent resources, with other 
administrations and social agents. 

• Very limited resources 
• Social action is a black box: important 
dispersion and fragmentation 
• Waiting for new transfers 
• Budgets transferred to the Ministry of 
Work and Social Action in the area of social 
services are “affected budgets” 
(presupuestos afectados) Therefore captive 
budgets and the margin of manoeuvrability 
was exceptionally reduced. 
 

Source: Own elaboration based on, PSOE (1983), DSGJPA (1983b) and DSJGPA (1985) 
  

In this context, it is also important to analyse the way elderly people and 

policies concerning the elderly, more precisely those regarding care for the 

elderly, were inserted within these objectives and problems. The image given 

by the proposals included in the electoral programme of the PSOE vis-à-vis 

policies concerning the elderly were primarily interested in eliminating 

marginality situations, stemming from the poor social and economic conditions 

of the elderly, which, in turn was a reflection of late retirement and low 

pensions, producing important discrepancies between their spending power 

and that of the rest of the population (PSOE, 1983).  

The central (PSOE) government attempted to solve such problems by 

introducing fundamental measures such as a reduction in retirement ages and 

the permanent update of pensions. That is to say, the main priority of this 

period was to guarantee economic well-being and to dignify the pensions of 

the elderly, whereas other types of question related to care issues were 

present, but considered as secondary. At that time, even the conception of 

residential institutions as a place to provide care for the elderly was not the 

same as it is today. Most of the people who were in residences were self-

sufficient (válidas) and stayed there because of their poor economic situation 
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or lack of family.149 Yet, despite this secondary position, the national electoral 

program of the PSOE for the general elections of 1982 and the regional 

programme for the regional elections of 1983 in Asturias included proposals 

such as the creation of a public system of social services as an alternative to 

public charity, coordination, integration, participation, and the introduction of 

the right to assistance and care services for all citizens (PSOE, 1982; 1983). 

However, despite the issues mentioned above, it is possible to argue that 

in the period previous to the approval of the law on social services, extensive 

activity in the area failed to be developed. Three reasons could be advanced 

to explain such a failure. First, it did not constitute a priority area for any political 

party. Second the main discussions and actions were taken at a different level, 

inside the Regional Ministry, among public servants and others responsible for 

social services. Third, the principal aim during this time-period was to settle the 

bases of the new regional administration, other social issues being left to one 

side. 

Nevertheless, a remarkable exception regarding social services was the 

proposed law on the issue presented by the Popular Group (AP-PDP-UL) (right) 

in April 1986 (BOJGPA, 1986, DSJGPA, 1986). The main motivations behind this 

proposed law were based on the inexistence of a legislative framework 

regarding the responsibilities recognised both by the Constitution and Statute 

of Autonomy. In addition, current legislative and organisational dispersion was 

blamed for causing the inefficacy of social services. Therefore, the project 

aimed to solve of these problems, create a new legislative framework, 

concerning the newly acquired responsibilities, improve life quality, and 

promote social welfare. 

 The main argument in support of the need for reform, namely the need 

for a legislative framework to overcome the deficient and unorganised 

situation, did not constitute a point of argument or conflict between the 

parliamentary groups. According to the Popular Group, the role of the regional 

government should be important and it agreed to try, if the economic situation 

and public budgets allowed for it, to provide help to satisfy the most urgent 

needs of different population groups. The main principle behind this aim was 

that of subsidiarity: “article 6: subsidiarity in the management and direct 
                                                 
149 In 1981, of the existing residential homes of the INSERSO in Asturias the 367 places were all for the 
self-sufficient elderly (FOESSA, 1983: 945). 
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provision of the regional administration regarding private agencies or persons, 

and the local administration” (BOJGPA, 1986:6644). Yet, other groups did not 

support this vision. In the following table (table 4.7) there is a summary of the 

main points included in the proposal of the Popular Group. 

 

TABLE 4.7: MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PROPOSED LAW ON SOCIAL SERVICES OF THE 
POPULAR GROUP IN ASTURIAS  

Responsibilities Public administration: weak 
Users: very strong 

Rights Rights are not recognised 
Quality No references to quality measures. Fines and inspection regulated 
Access and Eligibility Depending on economic resources (services only to very poor 

people) 
Participation Recognised, but users and trade unions are not included in the 

Consultative Council 
Information ---- 
Coordination Recognised, but no mechanisms forwarded. References of 

coordination with the central administration. No references of 
coordination with other sectors. 

Decentralisation Maximum towards the local level and private agents 
Role of Private Initiative Very strong, main responsibility for provision (after the family) 
Organisation and Funding -------- 

Source: Own elaboration based on BOJGPA (1986) 

 

 The interpretation that can be obtained from this proposal is that there 

was no desire by the Popular Group to construct a public system of social 

services, but rather just to accomplish a legislative and administrative reform in 

which the public administration would basically take a regulating and 

subsidiary position towards the private initiative. That is, a lack of desire to break 

with the path established by previous policy. From their proposal it is also 

possible to understand that there was no desire for the universalisation of social 

services, a fact that can be appreciated in article 7 of their proposal: “Persons 

entitled to the provision of services included in this law are those who, with 

urgency and having asked for it, are in an objectively confirmed situation of 

helplessness and need”  (BOJGPA, 1986:6644). 

 Another interesting aspect of this proposal is that although they made 

initial references to the legislation on social services in other regions, their 

proposal showed salient differences with the legislation that had been 

approved by other regions to date. In fact, the Popular Group recognised in 

Parliament that they had not considered any of these laws in the elaboration of 

their proposal: 
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“All these norms (Basque Country, Madrid, Catalonia, Murcia and 
Castilla La Mancha) regulate similar issues to the ones included in 
this proposal, although often from a different point of view and 
content that we have not considered suitable to incorporate in this 
proposal. Moreover, this proposal contains ideas and concepts not 
included in other regional norms” (BOJGPA, 1986: 6442)  

 

In none of the regional legislation already in existence did the subsidiary 

action of the public initiative to the private initiative appear as the focal 

guiding principle. Consequently, it could be argued that its ideology and the 

situation of this party in opposition both at the regional and national level may 

have affected its awareness of the main debates regarding social services at 

that time.150 Therefore, it is possible to claim that both the Popular Group’s 

position (opposition party) and its ideology (right) lead them to make a 

proposal completely anchored in the past, and showing a lack of desire to 

overcome the role played up until then by the public administration. Moreover, 

it is even possible to argue that their objective was to regulate social services 

according to a market philosophy.  

This explanation was confirmed by an interview with the person who 

presented and defended the proposal in Parliament, Mr de Nicolás.151 

According to him, the proposed law was born on the initiative of the party in 

Asturias, and particularly on his own personal initiative. It should be taken into 

account that he was interested in social issues and he had presented in 

Parliament other legal projects related with social issues such as youth 

employment, drugs or education. He also confirmed that there was no pressure 

or exchange of information with the party in Madrid, no relation or exchange of 

information with other regions and only some informal meetings with 

professionals of the sector in Asturias. Note as well, that the regional 

programme of the AP-PDP-UL (Popular Group) for the regional elections of 1983 

did not include any proposal of this kind, nor a specific section or reference to 

social services in Spain (AP-PDP-UL, 1983). In conclusion, it was an initiative that 

emerged primarily from his own professional knowledge and understanding of 

the social reality in Asturias.  

 
                                                 
150 In the following case study it will be possible to appreciate how the proposal of the same party 
(Popular Group) in Galicia, although similar in certain aspects, was much more developed in its aims and 
terminology. 
151 Interview with de Nicolás Prieto, C. Regional Deputy. Popular Group (Asturias 1983-1987). 
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 As argued, all parties did agree on the need for new legislation. 

However, the consensus was broken when the principles and basic philosophy 

by which the proposal was inspired were discussed. The characteristics of 

participation and support of private initiatives and local municipalities in the 

provision of social services provoked divergent points of view. In fact, this 

proposal would be finally rejected by the votes of the PSOE, which had the 

absolute majority. However, it received the positive votes of the Popular and 

Communist Group. The positive vote of the Communist Group was due to the 

importance that a regulation of this kind held for them, given the absence of 

any such regulation in the region.  

The main motivations behind the PSOE’s rejection were the following. 

First, that all the philosophy that inspired the project was based on a 

conception that did not match with the basic principles that informed the 

model of social services in a democratic society. Second, they did not agree 

with keeping social services entrenched in terms of poor relief, or focusing 

exclusively on fighting marginality, as they understood that social services policy 

had to be inserted in a general policy promoting social change. Third, they 

considered that the private sector should play only a subsidiary role and social 

services should be inserted into the responsibilities of the public administration 

and coordinated with other public social policies. In other words, they should 

be included within the public system of social services. Fourth, the fact that a 

proposal was at that time being elaborated by the government (PSOE), and 

that only very recently Asturias had received transfers of social services152 (see 

table 4.8 for a comparison of Popular’s proposal and the final legal text 

proposed by the PSOE). 

This attempt at reform has shown how the initiative of the Popular Group 

was mainly supported by the aim of overcoming the previous lack of legislative 

framework, and the unorganised and confused situation. At the same time 

newly acquired responsibilities from the Constitution and Statute of Autonomy 

were used as the most important support for such a change. Therefore, it is 

possible to argue that the need for institutional reorganisation overcame other 

aspects such as the promotion of quality of life or social needs, and brought a 

particular mediation by concrete social actors. This attempt has also shown a 

                                                 
152 The last transfers regarding minors and childhood were received in 1986. 
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clash of ideologies between the main political parties as regards the ideas that 

should be included in the reform. 

 

TABLE 4.8: COMPARISON PROPOSED LAW POPULAR GROUP AND FINAL REFORM (PSOE) IN 
ASTURIAS 

 Popular Group PSOE approved law 
Responsibilities Public administration: weak 

Users: very strong 
Public de iure private (family) de facto 

Rights Rights are not recognised Recognised, but no mechanisms to 
articulate them 

Quality No references to quality measures. 
Fines and inspection regulated 

No references to inspection and fine 
mechanisms 

Access and Eligibility Depending on economic resources 
(services only for very poor people) 

Depending on economic situation 

Participation Recognised, but users and trade unions 
are not included in the Consultative 
Council 

Recognised and promoted through 
Councils 

Information ---- Recognised as basic benefit. Information 
also as a need (compilation of information 
on needs)  

Coordination Recognised, but no mechanisms 
forwarded. References of coordination 
with the central administration. No 
references of coordination with other 
sectors. 

Recognised as main aim, but no clear 
mechanisms 

Decentralisation Maximum towards the local level and 
private agents 

Region: main regulator; local: main 
provider; private: collaborator (only non-
profit initiative) 

Role of Private 
Initiative 

Very strong, main responsibility for 
provision (after the family) 

Subsidiary of the public sector. Only 
references to the non-profit sector. 
Promotion and regulation of voluntary 
action (weak) 

Organisation and 
Funding 

-------- Organisation: Community and specialised 
services. Funding: regional budgets, 
donations, user’s contributions 

 

In the next section we will see how some of the arguments and ideas 

debated in this attempt at reform are reproduced and fully supported when 

the 1987 project of law on social services is approved, for instance, the lack of 

previous regulation in the area, and the support both from the Constitution and 

statute for change. In fact, the PSOE’s proposal, under elaboration while the 

Popular’s proposal was being presented, ends up becoming the new regional 

law on social services, as finally presented in January 1987.  

 

3. MAIN OBJECTIVES AND PHILOSOPHY OF THE REFORM 

 I began this section by analysing where the idea for the 1987 reform 

came from. Obviously, it is difficult to give an exact answer. However, it is more 

than evident that the idea did not originate in the government of Asturias, but 
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from a sort of “chain process or domino effect”,153 that started with the PSOE’s 

proposal in Catalonia and that saw its first results when the regional law on 

social services of the Basque Country was passed in 1982. 

The Basque and Catalan reforms were almost coincident in time. The 

Catalan government presided by Convergencia i Unió (CIU) mentioned in 

December 1980 the elaboration of a project of law on social services (DSPC, 

1980: 910). However, the Socialist Group presented the first proposal of law on 

social services (BPC, 1981: 462-468). This proposal was rejected because the CIU 

government wanted to have transfers from the INSERSO before accomplishing 

any reform of this kind. The law would finally be approved in December of 1985. 

In the case of the Basque Country, the PSOE’s proposal was presented to the 

Regional Parliament in March 1981 (BOPV, 1981). This proposal was rejected, 

but there was common agreement between the Partido Nacionalista Vasco 

(PNV) government, the Basque Socialists, Euskadiko Ezkerra (EE) and “Mixed” 

Group (PCE-EPK) for the elaboration of a common project once the process of 

transfers had been completed (DSPV, 1981). The law was finally approved in 

March 1982. 

In addition, we should take into account that after the failure to pass a 

national law on social services, the Central Government organised several 

meetings with different regions to inform them about the measures, principles 

and ideas that should be taken into account when elaborating legislation of 

this kind. In this respect, the main objectives to be accomplished by legislative 

reform in the area of social services in Asturias were clear and precise. 

 

“This is a proposal of law whose objective is the establishment of a 
real subjective right for all citizens, notwithstanding the dispositions 
and responsibilities of the territorial entities composing the State (...)” 
Ms Munárriz (PSOE) (DSJGPA, 1987a) 

 

Moreover, one of the main arguments included in this proposal was the 

rupture with the previously mentioned situation inherited from the authoritarian 

period, that is to say, a system lacking organisation and planning and public 

intervention as basically subsidiary to private action. In fact, this argument can 

be generalised as one of the main reasons for accomplishing reforms 

                                                 
153 This concept (domino effect) has also been used to describe the process of implementation of 
minimum income programmes in Spain by Estivill (1993). 
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throughout the country. For instance, in the debate on the law on social 

services in Catalonia it was stated: “(…) we aim the rupture with the past and 

with a conception of social services that all parliamentary members agreed in 

calling undesirable and retrograde” (DSPC, 1985: 2206). But also, and no less 

importantly, due to the responsibilities transferred by the Constitution and 

Statutes of Autonomy. This was also mentioned in the Preamble of the law of 

Asturias, and in other laws or preambles, such as in Andalusia, Catalonia, 

Galicia or the Basque Country. 

The rejection of past policies, considered unfair and inefficient, was 

crucial in this reform. According to the PSOE, the previous situation had 

influenced both the public administration and social mentality. Therefore, a 

new organisation was needed, both to change the administration and the 

mentality of the population. Moreover, this change aimed to situate Spain at 

the same level as other European countries. 

 

“We are certain that this law is going to resolve, or at least to break 
with a historical tendency, hence I stated at the beginning that this 
law constitutes a historical milestone in our community, for it tries to 
overcome the existing historical model. Fundamentally, this law will 
allow for the fostering and development of a public system of social 
services, directed to all and at the same time prioritising prevention, 
without forgetting, of course, action in situations of emergency or in 
situations of need. Consequently, the law is about overcoming a 
secular backwardness, generated by historical paternalism in the 
field of social action that was as far as impregnating public 
administrations and, I would say more, even transmitted such 
impregnation to social mentality. Therefore, it is about, and this is our 
intention, overcoming and establishing in Asturias a social model like 
that of the set of European peoples, that we understand to 
constitute, and reality proves constitutes, the vanguard of progress” 
Mr Alvarez González, Regional Minister of Work and Social Action 
(DSJGPA, 1987b) 
 

Such motivations and aims were included in the proposed law on social 

services presented by the PSOE in 1987 and reinforced by the changes which 

had occurred in Spanish society in previous years. From their point of view, 

these changes had contributed to the creation of new social needs and 

demands and modified the way in which social services had traditionally 

responded to them. It could be argued here that a general deep change 
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occurred in the way political elites and policy-makers interpreted social needs 

and the kind of response they are ready to give.  

It is crucial to bear in mind here that transition to democracy was a very 

complicated period because of the coincidence of economic crises with the 

redesign of political institutions and their stabilisation. New social needs 

emerged because of staggering inflation rates and unemployment rates. The 

development of new mentalities was eased because of the feeling that there 

existed, at last, after forty years of dictatorship, a historical opportunity to 

change the situation, a “window for reform”, and extensive and intensive 

preferences for change, both on the part of elites and the population in 

general. Moreover, Spain was already at that moment a candidate to become 

a member of the EEC. Thus, eyes were turned towards other member states 

whose situation was considered not only fairer, but also better in social 

protection terms.  

According to the PSOE, there was also an urgent need for new 

regulation to rationalise and unify the organisation of social services, taking into 

account the fact that the creation of social services in Spain had been 

characterised by a lack of doctrinal and organisational configuration: “We aim 

to integrate into one legal body all legal prescriptions, currently lacking in 

elementary coordination and perpetuating inequalities among citizens” (Ms 

Munárriz, PSOE, DSJGPA, 1987a). Once again it is possible to appreciate the 

importance that previous policy had for the PSOE. These motivations were 

again supported by the responsibilities included in the Spanish Constitution and 

Statutes of Autonomy, which allowed regions to intervene and regulate this 

area, and lead them to attempt to ameliorate administrative capacities that 

had been formally recognised by the fundamental legislation. 

In addition, it is arguable that the idea of reorganising social services was 

inserted within a global project of modernisation for Spain, which aimed to 

cover population needs. That is, the development of pensions, health and 

educational systems, unemployment protection, culture and public services in 

general. Such a modernisation project was also influenced by the experiences 

of other European countries. It seems possible to say that there was a desire not 

to lag behind anymore and to situate Spain at the level of other European 

countries. 
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The two groups in opposition, the Popular Group and the Communist 

Group, considered the new regulation to be very positive and necessary. Still, 

their understanding and ideology/philosophy, mainly the one of the Popular 

Group, was radically opposed to the PSOE’s ideas of construction of a public 

system of social services. In this respect, the role given to private initiative in the 

legislation can be considered as one of the main points of confrontation 

between different political groups, particularly between the PSOE and the 

Popular Group.154 

In fact, it is possible to illustrate this conflict and the different 

understandings of the role of private initiative through the different terminology 

used by these political groups. For instance, in the interventions of the PSOE and 

in the final text approved, there was basically no reference to the private 

sector or private initiative as such, but only to social initiatives and the voluntary 

sector. This can be related to the salience of the construction of a public system 

of social services for the PSOE and the subsidiary role of private action as 

opposed to public initiative.  

This situation confirms what I mentioned earlier in the historical chapter 

regarding the legislation on social services passed during the 80’s, which 

showed notorious disregard for private initiative, especially for-profit, and 

simple, rigorous and strict conditions in the collaboration with the non-profit 

sector. The Communist Group also criticised the PSOE’s proposal because they 

believed that the new regulation contributed to maintaining the existing 

situation of marginality. At the same time they considered that it did not include 

clear and concrete mechanisms for the articulation of the changes that they 

wished to accomplish. In other words, they did not see how the old and 

persistent paradigm could be broken. 

However, although the main objectives for undertaking reform 

appeared clear and precise, that is, the development of a, to date, inexistent 

legislative framework. It is possible to argue that the way in which the reform 

was articulated was not that clear. For instance, through the analysis of the 

rationale for the project and the proposal itself, it is possible to find a 

contradiction in terms of how to implement the ideas and principles that were 

to be put into practice. For example, although the PSOE mentioned, as one of 

                                                 
154 This conflict was already mentioned when the Popular Group presented its project of law in 1986. 
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their main aims, the establishment of a subjective right for all citizens, this was 

neither guaranteed nor articulated in the law. Moreover, even though it was 

argued that population needs needed to be covered due to demographic 

changes over the years, and despite the fact that a clear defence for the 

creation of a public system of social services for all was present, the main focus 

remained on the poorest and on marginal groups of the population. That is to 

say, what had traditionally had been known as “menesterosos”155 in Spain. 

  

“My group understands the law on social services to be applied 
urgently as an immediate therapy  to those groups, to those persons 
with the aim of getting them out of...And reinserting them in society, 
in a normal way, in an absolute way. Saying this, with all respect, to 
turn them into normal persons”.  Ms Munárriz (PSOE) (DSJGPA, 1987a) 

 

 Therefore, it is possible to appreciate here the weight that past decisions 

and previous policies had in this reform. This led to the implementation of 

radical change vis-à-vis policy objectives. However, the modification of policy 

objectives would face problems in relation to the elimination of the previous 

policy culture. In addition, it also arguable that social needs appeared in this 

reform behind institutional reorganisation, and, that institutional reinforcement 

was one of the major motivations requiring the undertaken changes. 

Consequently, it is possible to grasp some of the main factors which led 

to reform on social services, for instance, the incorporation of this kind of 

legislation into a “chain process” of approval across the whole country. In 

addition to this, the main arguments for reform were the application of regional 

responsibilities given by the Constitution and Statute of Autonomy, the will to 

modernise the public administration and its position vis-à-vis citizens, the 

regulation of a non-regulated area, and rupture with previous policy via the 

establishment of a public system of social services. Moreover, although 

important emphasis was not placed on it, social needs and social changes 

were also motivating factors behind reform. However, their position could be 

considered “secondary” in relation to institutional reorganisation.  

In addition, when arguing about the importance of social needs, there 

was a contradiction in terms, particularly in the PSOE’s discourse. On the one 

hand, there was promotion of services for the whole population, while on the 

                                                 
155 Common term used in Spain to refer to poor people. 
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other, this policy was still embedded in attending to the poor and marginalised. 

In this reform, the position of the majority group, PSOE, allowed the shaping of 

change in a particular way based on its understanding and philosophy of social 

services and social policy, that is, a pro-public vision aiming at complete 

rupture with previous policy characteristics. Last but not least, had this socialist 

majority not existed, the Popular reform may have been accepted, which 

would have changed the main guidelines of social services policy and very 

probably also its development over time. 

 

4. CONSULTATION PROCESS AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

The previous section analysed the main motivations put forward during 

the approval of the new legislation. In this section, and with the aim of 

completing the analysis of the reform process, I analyse the main features of 

the consultation process and the existence of public debate on the issue. This 

analysis will allow us to refer to political promotion and technical elaboration as 

one of the main engines behind the reform. 

The consultation process and public debate can be considered limited 

and reduced at the external level, and important and relevant at the internal 

level. By external level, I understand formal or informal consultation with groups 

and social agents and public debate on the issue. By internal level, I 

understand the consultation and debate between politicians, civil servants or 

professionals working for the public administration. An important point here is 

the fact that in Spain it is a common practice to incorporate civil servants from 

other administrations and/or external professionals in posts free of (political) 

designation, such as General Directions. 

Concerning the external level, there was no kind of consultative body 

allowing different social agents, like trade unions, users, professionals, private 

organisations and/or other (i.e. local) administrations, to express their opinion. 

Second, none of the groups just mentioned was called to Parliament to express 

their opinion regarding the new project, as was the case for the reform of 2003. 

Third, at that time, the Economic and Social Council of Asturias had not yet 

been created. Consequently, there was no possibility for the elaboration of a 

dictum regarding this legal proposal. 
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 In addition, the participation of the main professional group dealing with 

social services (social workers) was not very clear. On the one hand, the 

opposition accused the government of not having consulted the Professional 

Association of Social Workers (Colegio de Trabajadores Sociales) (DSJGPA, 

1987a). But, on the other hand, there are references to confirm that this was not 

the case. For instance, the Regional Director of Social Action, who was part of 

this professional group, confirmed the exchange of ideas with social workers. 

However, she argued as well that the law was mainly elaborated inside the 

Regional Ministry: “We mainly did it on our own”.156   

 In any case, it is not possible to talk about the existence of a special 

social interest that demanded specific regulation of their needs regarding 

social services. One of the reasons for this could be that this legislation was 

trying to regulate not only the general framework of social services, in terms of 

structure and organisation, but also affected a great number of heterogeneous 

social groups, including elderly people. In addition, the associative movement 

(NGO’s, voluntary organisations) was not active in the elaboration/approval of 

the legislation. To a certain extent it is surprising that the main provider group 

did not mobilise to maintain its dominant position. One answer could be that 

the associative movement was less organised, developed and institutionalised 

than it is at present. Another answer might be the financial dependency and 

institutionalisation of the private sector in Spain, in terms of its dependency on 

public funding. Lastly, it is also possible to mention the ”charity” vision of the 

main providers, religious groups, regarding the way they should intervene. 

This lack of mobilisation in relation to the approval of the legislation on 

social services can be extended to that regarding social services in general. For 

instance, some groups such as the elderly had their own organisations and 

groups and even inside the unions there were specific groups dealing with 

issues related to their interests. However, their demands, mainly of the 

associations, were very specific and punctual and they organised their 

activities relatively parallel to the administration. Moreover, in this period some 

situations that nowadays are socially recognised, such as the crisis of informal 

care or poverty problems, were not considered as important or even as issues 

                                                 
156 Interview with Fernández Felgueroso, M.A. General Director of Social Action-Regional Ministry of 
Health and Social Services (Asturias, 1984-1991). Social Affairs Councillor (Gijón Town Hall, 1999-
2003). 
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at the political and social levels, and did not form part of the political agenda, 

at least in the sense we know today. 

 Another fact that confirms the lack of public debate was the minimal 

reference to the approval of the legislation in the main regional newspapers: 

on analysis, the only reference found was a brief note announcing the 

legislation’s approval in Parliament. It is worth mentioning here that in the same 

note was included a more extensive reference to the works done in the 

harbour of Gijón,157 debated in the same session as the legislation that was 

passed.158 This does not mean that the press was totally silent about the 

problems related to social services or the elderly, but it cannot be said either 

that this was an issue with an important relevance at the time. 

 In this respect, it is possible to refer to specific issues which restricted 

participation. These are: the lack of participation bodies, the absence of 

mechanisms for guaranteeing the establishment of rights to social services, and 

the lack of explicitness or consideration of the problem as a problem for the 

population. Yet, it should not be inferred from the facts I have just presented 

that the society in Asturias was not/is not a mobilised society. A point to confirm 

this is that trade unions and workers movements have been traditionally very 

strong in this region, mainly in the industrial sector. Furthermore, it is important to 

signal that this period was quite hard for many sectors of the economy in the 

region, due to industrial reorganisation and the crisis of public industry, all of 

which underwent a period of intense economic crisis across the country.  

 Regarding the internal level, that is, regional government, civil servants 

and professionals from the regional administration, the consultation process 

and debate was much more extensive. First of all, there was an exchange of 

information and meetings between the Regional Ministry of Work and Social 

Action and the National Direction of Social Action (Central Government) in the 

process of elaboration of the legislation. This relationship with Madrid was a 

consequence of political relations (the same governing party at the level of 

central and regional government (PSOE)), of professional relations, and even of 

friendship between the persons working in Madrid and Asturias. This dialogue 

with Madrid can also be considered as a stance of policy diffusion and policy 

learning based on “need”. 
                                                 
157 Main second city of the region. 
158 La Nueva España 10-4-1987. 
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“It was clear that something new was being built, something that 
had not been done before. The point of departure was equivalent 
to zero. Therefore, a fluid dialogue was maintained with Madrid and 
the persons working there”159  

 

At the same time during this period the Town Council of Gijón asked for 

advice from the group in charge of social services in the Town Council of 

Barcelona in relation with the implementation of the social services in the 

municipality of Gijón. It is worth remembering here that at this time the 

Municipality of Barcelona was considered as one of the more innovative in 

terms of experience and technical development.160 The regional government 

also asked for a report by Marco Marchioni, Italian specialist on community 

development, with regard to the implementation of social services at the 

municipal level.  

Another point to take into account was that at the time Asturias was 

preparing the proposal of law, other regional laws were under elaboration or 

had already been approved. Therefore, they could be used as a point of 

guidance or reference.161 There was only marginal reference to such regional 

legislation during the process of elaboration and debate, but it was present 

indeed in the minds of the group of persons that elaborated and defended the 

project in Asturias. For instance, when Ms Muñárriz Alvarez from the PSOE 

explained the reasons behind the rejection of one of the Popular Group’s 

amendments, she showed her knowledge of the regional legislation of Navarra, 

Catalonia, Madrid, Murcia and Baleares by making reference to what was 

included in article 1 of these laws. In fact, she argued that they had elaborated 

the equivalent article along the same lines as these regions. She also referred to 

other regional legislation in order to reject another amendment regarding the 

inclusion of a whole title devoted to the funding of social services (DSJGPA, 

1987b).  

                                                 
159 Interview with Fernández Felgueroso, M.A. General Director of Social Action-Regional Ministry of 
Health and Social Services (Asturias, 1984-1991). Social Affairs Councillor (Gijón Town Hall, 1999-
2003). 
160 This is related with what I mentioned in the historical chapter regarding the importance of the Catalan 
School of Social Services in terms of the incorporation of a new understanding in the area of social 
services in Spain. 
161 The Basque Country, Catalonia, Navarra, Murcia, Madrid, Baleares, C. Mancha and Aragón approved 
their legislation before Asturias. 
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Once again, we are at the brink of policy diffusion, if not necessarily 

policy transfer, by need. Once again, this might be understood as a situation of 

policy diffusion and policy learning based on need, but also as an example of 

copying and imitation. Therefore, it is possible to argue that the project of law 

was elaborated mainly from the “inside”, that is, by members of the regional 

administration through the mirroring of other regional experiences and 

guidelines from the central government. This process might be called “political 

promotion and technical elaboration”, that is to say, a political initiative 

shaped by a left ideology with pro-public and pro-universal ideas. This initiative 

was also inserted within a process of global regional development, which was 

importantly influenced both by the position of the Central Government, and by 

the approval of other regional legislation within the country. Technical 

elaboration would have contributed to putting this into real terms. 

In addition, an important point here seems to be that no region, in this 

case Asturias, wanted to lag behind what was being done in the rest of the 

country. Political promotion and technical elaboration was also the landmark 

throughout the period of dictatorship. Consequently, this could be considered 

as an element of path dependency in the style of decision-making, which 

coupled with the lack of public demand, may explain why the debate was not 

broader and richer.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

In the analysis of the situation prior to reform it is extremely important to 

consider not only that the new regional administration was in its early days, but 

also that the Spanish democratic administration as a whole was just starting to 

be developed. This point is crucial and fundamental here, not only with regard 

to the influence of policies inherited from the old administration, but also vis-à-

vis the imprint this had on the policy-style or characteristics of the decision-

making process. Therefore, the main idea we should grasp from policy during 

the pre-reform period was the underdevelopment of social services both at the 

organisational and resource level. That is, not only were services few in number, 

but organisation was also extremely rudimentary. This matches with the general 

panorama already described in the historical chapter.  
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In addition, social services, although mentioned in the programme of 

government, did not appear as a main priority for the governing party. 

References to these services lacked on occasion clear conceptual precision. 

Care policies did not appear either as a priority area, the main objective at the 

time being, as I already mentioned in the historical chapter, the guarantee of 

the economic well-being of the elderly through pensions and the provision of 

basic health services. 

This reform, and the approval of this law, constituted the basis for the 

development of a new area of action based on public responsibility. In this 

respect, it can be argued that it was basically a juridical regulation that would 

have to be implemented in the future through decrees and other regulations. 

Implementation and development would be crucial with respect to the 

structure of change. Therefore, it is possible to refer to the beginning of gradual 

measures rather than to radical implemented change. This points us to how the 

first wave of legislation was characterised as manifesto laws in the historical 

chapter. However, its importance in terms of its novelty, coverage of previously 

unregulated aspects and reform to the existing lack of organisational clarity, 

should not be undervalued.  

Moreover, one of the main changes incorporated by the new law was 

the establishment of fundamental general ruling principles such as participation 

in, coordination of, and equality before public responsibility. However, despite 

the latter, private responsibility remained de facto the norm, primarily because 

the major burden continued to lie on families. The decentralisation of services 

as opposed to previous centralisation and the recognition of rights but with no 

clear mechanisms to articulate them were among its main features. The region 

acquired main regulatory role in this policy area. At the same time, services 

were organised services on two levels. Access and eligibility was extended to 

the whole population regarding basic community services, such as counselling 

or information, which was recognised as a basic benefit. Access to specialised 

services was based on means-tested mechanisms. Regarding funding, the 

reform established it would be done through regional budgets, donations and 

user’s contributions. (See the next table for a comparison between the situation 

before and after the reform). 
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TABLE 4.9: COMPARISON SITUATION PRE-REFORM AND POST-REFORM 1987 IN ASTURIAS 
 Pre-Reform Post-Reform 
Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility 

mainly residual and provided within 
different systems 

Public de iure private (family) de facto. Will to 
establish a public system of social services 

Rights They were not recognised, except for 
those affiliated to Social Security, but 
with limited number of services 

Recognised, but no mechanisms to articulate 
them 

Quality No No reference to inspection and fine 
mechanisms 

Access and 
Eligibility 

Only for people with no resources and 
covered by the Social Security System. 
Concept of services for the frail elderly 
did not exist. 

Depending on economic situation 
(specialised services). Community services for 
the whole population 

Participation For those living in institutions Recognised and promoted through Councils 
Information Almost non-existent Recognised as basic benefit. Information also 

as a need (compilation of information on 
needs)  

Coordination No Recognised as main aim, but no clear 
mechanisms 

Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation Region: main regulator; local: main provider; 
private: collaborator (only non-profit 
initiative). Re-centralisation at the regional 
level. 

Role of the private 
initiative 

Public subsidiary of private (non-profit). 
For profit sector with residual presence 

Subsidiary of the public sector. Only 
references to the non-profit sector. Promotion 
and regulation of voluntary action (weak) 

Organisation and 

Funding 

Centralised. Two different sources of 
funding: Social Security and General 
Tax System. 

Organisation: Community and specialised 
services. Funding: regional budgets, 
donations, user’s contributions 

  

Before reviewing the main arguments and objectives promoting this 

reform, it is important to situate them in their context. On the one hand, this 

period was characterised by a general modernisation process in the country, a 

consequence of recent democratisation. Within this process, general changes 

were undertaken, within which the reform of the social protection system was 

included. Note that the 80’s were characterised in the historical chapter as the 

main period of reform and expansion with respect to social protection. 

Concerning this, an important point of comparison was Europe. Spain did not 

want to be an outsider anymore and was determined to catch up with other 

European countries, a fact also reflected in the regional debates in Asturias.  

On the other hand, in the case of social services, this reform also mirrored 

another important process in Spain: decentralisation and the will of regional 

governments to mark out spaces of power due to the beginning of the 

construction of the Autonomous State (i.e. approval of Statutes of Autonomy). 

Thus Asturias was attributed responsibilities that in legal terms allowed for the 

change to be carried out. But also, of major importance, decentralisation 

provided more financial resources and global institutional and political 

recognition.  
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Therefore, these factors opened up a window of opportunity within the 

politics stream, allowing for possible change. It is in this context that social 

services reform can be observed. Existing institutional features did not allow for 

“easy” mobilisation of social agents, particularly risk-bearers, due to the 

absence of participation mechanisms and the guarantee of rights. This was also 

coupled with a lack of cohesion in these groups and the fact that this reform 

regulated several areas at once. This situation contributed to and reinforced 

the role of political promotion (also the favoured programme) and technical 

elaboration as the main engines of the change. Political promotion intervened 

in collaboration with technical elaboration, which was mainly in charge of the 

elaboration and conceptual aspects of the reform. Moreover, political 

promotion and technical elaboration implied continuity with the existing style of 

decision-making. 

However, the promotion of and idea behind reform was not an initiative 

specific to Asturias. When the law on social services in Asturias was first 

promulgated, other regions had already passed their own legislation on this 

subject. Therefore, Asturias was basically incorporated into what I have 

characterised as a “chain process”.  

Furthermore, a crucial point in the above process is the will of regional 

governments to mark out spaces of power aiming to reinforce their role as new 

policy actors and on their desire to use their newly awarded responsibilities in 

this policy area. Not only this, but the reinforcement process also aimed to 

make visible to other regional administrations, central government and the 

population their newly acquired role and position. 

In addition, two other factors converged here. On the one hand, the 

diffusion of the PSOE’s ideas through the country, and the coincidence of the 

PSOE party both at the central and regional level. In this respect, their ideas or 

what might be termed the social-democratic consensus of the 80’s pervaded 

the first wave of reforms in the country, and also, as a result the law in Asturias. 

These ideas can basically be summarised by the rejection of past policies and 

the desire for radical change. This latter aspect leads us to one of the core 

arguments in this reform. This was the accomplishment of the first regulation and 

reorganisation of what may be defined as a black box, and the overcoming of 

an extremely poor development policy. 
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Summing up, the evidence reported here has shed light on how 

changes took place independently of consideration of care for the elderly or 

related issues as a problem. In this respect, we have seen how a window of 

opportunity opened up within the politics stream thanks to democratisation, the 

new responsibilities acquired by regional government, and the beginning of the 

decentralisation process. The general process of change within the country also 

intervened via the policy stream.  

This context was favourable to political promotion and technical 

elaboration. This can be signalled as the main feature of the policy-making 

process and points to the importance of the programme favoured by those 

who willed and were able to exert and influence over these policies. This 

intervention was favoured to the lack of explicit demand regarding the 

problem stream, and by the absence of mobilisation and channels of access to 

decision-making from the demand/social side. It was characterised by the non-

altruistic mediation of the government involving the following aspects. First, the 

will to reinforce its position as a new policy actor, consolidate the newly 

created administration, and not lag behind others. Second, overcoming both 

perceived and existing institutional constraints in the area under regulation was 

also foreseen.  

Therefore, it is possible to point to these factors as the most important 

behind this reform. However, this process was also influenced by the need for 

policy diffusion and learning. Also, the concrete ideology of the PSOE, in a 

position of power at both the regional and the national level, was also able to 

confront the ideas presented by the right. As a whole, this process can be 

placed within a global process of rupture and modernisation (with 

regionalisation as key) with respect to the previous administration within the 

country. It was here that new institutional and political features opened up a 

window of opportunity for the intervention of political promotion and technical 

elaboration in the reform of what, in principle, was not a priority policy area. 

The next table provides a summary of the streams, opening of windows of 

opportunity, and explanatory factors of this reform. This information will help us 

to extract main conclusions to be drawn from this and other reforms in the 

concluding chapter. 
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TABLE 4.10: STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS. ASTURIAS 1987 
Problem Stream Politics Stream Policy Stream 

Increase D 
size 

No, secondary Political 
institutions 

Yes, window 
of opportunity 
opened here 

 Past policies Yes, complete 
rejection 

Consideration 
D size as 
pressing issue 

No, secondary Mobilisation& 
access to 
decision-
making  

No, from 
demand side.  
Mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and technical 
elaboration 

Learning& 
diffusion  

Yes 

    Programme 
favoured by 
those who are 
able and 
willing to exert 
an influence 

Yes 
Main feature 
of policy-
making/ 
reform process 
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INTRODUCTION 

This chapter analyses the first reform of social services legislation that 

took place in Galicia in 1987. It reproduces the same structure and aims of 

previous one, concerning reform of 1987 in Asturias. That is, to analyse what the 

factors leading to reform in the social services arena were. This chapter is 

structured in four sections. The first investigates the main principles and 

changes embodied in the reform. The second focuses on the political and 

main institutional characteristics after the approval of the Constitution and the 

Statute of Autonomy, the celebration of the first regional elections, and the 

receipt of the first transfers. Then, I analyse the main ideas with respect to social 

services policy prior to the launch of the proposal of law. The third section 

focuses on the main motivations behind reform. And the fourth analyses the 

characteristics of the consultation process and the existence of public debate. 

Finally, I provide the conclusions. They are broadly similar to those of the 

previous chapter, despite coming from a government of the opposite political 

leaning. Regarding these results, first of all we should mention again how 

starting from an almost inexistent public policy this reform created the basis for 

the regulation of social services as a public responsibility. This was favoured by 

the benefit from a window of opportunity which arose within the politics stream 

due to democratisation, the newly acquired responsibilities of the regional 

administration, and the process of decentralisation. At the same time a general 

process of change was taking place within the country. This allowed for 

change and accounted, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, for a form of 
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non-altruistic mediation guided by political promotion and technical 

elaboration. Its core objectives were the government’s will to reinforce its 

position as a new policy actor and the will to overcome existing problems 

within the area under scrutiny. 

This analysis also provides new and interesting results regarding the 

understanding of reform processes in the social services. In the study of this and 

the previous reform, it is possible to appreciate a contrast in the ideologies 

promoted by the government parties, right wing in Galicia and left wing in 

Asturias. Furthermore, concerning reform in Asturias, I mentioned how it was 

influenced by the ideology of the governing party, the PSOE. However, and 

surprisingly, the ideology promoted by the main party in Galicia, the AP, did 

not have such a divergent impact on the results of this reform as might be 

expected at first glance. Therefore, this strengthens the argument that reform(s) 

was driven mainly by technical and institutional, rather than by ideological or 

social motives. At the same time, it underlines the importance that policy 

diffusion and learning between regions had in the reform, along with the desire 

for institutional consolidation, recognition, and to keep up with other regions. 

 

1. GENERAL PRINCIPLES AND CHANGES INCORPORATED BY THE REFORM OF 

1987162 
The law of social services was approved in May 1987 after a proposal by 

the Alianza Popular government during the II legislative period (1985-1989).163 

Before I analyse the most relevant points included in the final text, I will 

summarise the principles that the Popular Group included in the project of law 

and the final text approved in 1987. They aimed for services to cover, in full, the 

area of social services. With this objective in mind, they aimed to establish 

general principles that would inspire social policy by limiting responsibilities, 

recognising the crucial role of private initiative as collaborator in social services 

management, classifying lines of sectorial attention, and developing the 

principle of decentralisation that would allow for services to be brought closer 

                                                 
162 All the articles mentioned in this section are those included in the final legal text: Ley 9/1987, de 27 de 
Mayo, de servicios sociales. 
163 This text was the third attempt at approval of legislation of this kind. The first attempt, launched in 
July 1984 by the governing Alianza Popular, was paralysed due to the end of the I legislative period 
(December 1981-October 1985). The second attempt came out during the II legislative period (December 
1985-October 1989) after a proposal by the Socialist party in May 1986. It was rejected due to their 
minority position in the Regional Parliament. 
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to the population. At the same time, they established participation bodies that 

would allow for the sharing of management and planning functions in the 

social services. Lastly, the responsibility of the public sector in the achievement 

of social welfare for the population was mentioned and assumed. Thus, the 

public sector was to provide financial, technical and human resources that 

would allow for the efficient functioning of social services. More precisely, the 

Law 9/1987 is informed by the following general principles: (a) responsibility of 

the public sector; (b) planning and coordination; (c) prevention; (d) 

normalisation and integration; (e) solidarity; (f) decentralisation and 

deconcentration; (g) participation. 

The main change incorporated by this law was that for the first time 

social services were regulated through a concrete piece of legislation. 

Moreover, it is worth mentioning the responsibility for social services taken on 

board by public authorities. Yet, this adoption of responsibility was mainly 

concerned with the regulation and coordination of this area, rather than the 

guarantee of specific needs and services. For instance, in the rationale of the 

law, reference was made to the guarantee of the right to social services and 

their guaranteed provision to the whole population. However, these words 

ended up being mainly a declaration of good intentions, as no mechanism(s) 

for guaranteeing these rights was established. Rights were regulated in articles 1 

and 2. In article 1, social welfare was guaranteed, but with no specific 

mechanisms for this, nor for the guarantee of the right to social services.164 In 

addition, conditions for beneficiaries were foreseen in article 2.165 

The distribution of responsibilities between administrations was defined in 

the following way. Main regulatory functions were given to the regional 

government, known as Xunta, in articles 8 and 9. Municipalities and provincial 

administration (Diputaciones) were primarily to assume the functions of services 

management (articles 10-15 and 11 respectively). There was no reference to 

                                                 
164 “The aim of this legislation is to create, organise and promote social services in Galicia which 
guarantee for all citizens the right to social welfare as a means of ensuring the full and free development, 
participation and integration in society, thus preventing and eliminating those factors that cause 
marginalisation”. 
165 “Galician residents who enjoy Spanish nationality have the right to benefit from this legislation and 
those social services regulated herein. Galicians who reside outside Galicia will enjoy the right to those 
benefits regulated herein, provided they are received in Galicia or if, in a case of necessity, those benefits 
allow for their definitive return to the Autonomous Region of Galicia. In addition, all Spanish citizens 
may benefit from the provisions of this legislation whilst in Galicia. International agreements and treaties 
will apply to foreigners, refugees and those without a nationality”. 
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central government’s responsibilities or to coordination mechanisms. However, 

despite the fact that the regional government retained main regulatory 

functions, maximum decentralisation and deconcentration were also foreseen 

in article 3.6: “Where possible, the maximum degree of decentralisation will be 

applied in the provision of social services by those institutions and bodies closest 

to the end user, ensuring quality of services to all Galician citizens”.  

Nevertheless, decentralisation was and has been applied timidly at the 

local level. To a large extent, there has been a reproduction of the previous 

centralised structure at the regional level, that is, a re-centralisation at the 

regional level. This re-centralisation and the creation of a similar structure to that 

of the central government cannot be considered an isolated situation. In this 

respect, it is important to mention that in Spain the model followed in the 

creation of the new regional administration was that of the old and traditional 

bureaucratic administration, copying both the virtues and defects of the 

central administration and other regional administrations (Vilas and Bastos, 

1997:170). 

Regarding social services intervention, the law stated that it would lead 

to the prevention of social problems and the promotion of organisation of 

services and resources through two different levels of services: community 

social services and specialised ones (article 4). Community services included, 

among other functions, the following: information, orientation and counselling, 

animation, promotion and community development, promotion of associative 

movements and constitution of social organisations, and home help services 

(article 5). Specialised services were those whose activity focused on the 

following areas: family, children, youth, women, the disabled, the elderly, drug-

addicts, prevention of criminality, care for convicts, and ethnic minorities 

(article 6). 

Coordination appeared together with planning among the central 

principles informing this legislation in article 3.4. In this respect, the regional 

government assumed responsibilities with respect to the planning of services. 

The aim was to coordinate its intervention with that of other public bodies, 

mainly with health, cultural, educational and urban services of the Galician 

administration, and with other social initiatives. in this way, it was foreseen that 

territorial qualitative disequilibria would be avoided, needs attended to in an 
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integral and non-fragmented manner, and services provided according to the 

study and global treatment of social needs. 

Funding was regulated in article 24, which foresaw the following. First, 

the Galician government was to assign annually the amounts required to meet 

the costs derived from the exercise of the competencies assigned to it by the 

legislation. Second, all sums assigned to social services in the Community’s 

budget were to be included in the relevant section of the competent Regional 

Ministry. Third, in the same section, the sums assigned in order to sustain those 

social services, managed by the local and “supra-municipal” entities, was to 

be determined. Lastly, the provincial and municipal administrations were to 

establish in their budgets a specific amount for the maintenance and 

development of social services, according to their needs. 

According to article 23, public social services and those promoted by 

private initiatives in collaboration with the public sector should be opened to 

everybody under equal conditions. In any case, access should respect the 

priorities established by the objectives, the remit, and the characteristics of 

each institution or centre. Moreover, access to services was regulated by 

general norms of a public character, independently of the rights of Social 

Security beneficiaries. Access to services was, in principle, free and extended 

to the whole population. However, in reality it was conditioned by the socio-

economic resources, particularly the economic resources, of the claimant as 

foreseen in article 25: “Whilst these services are typically offered cost-free, 

those users with sufficient economic resources ought to contribute to their 

financing as established in the pertinent norms”. 

As occurred in Asturias, this reform included the novel establishment of a 

participation body, called the Galician Council of Social Services (Consello 

Galego de Servicios Sociais). Its aim was that of representing the main 

professional organisations, trade unions and other agents, and allowing them 

to give advice to regional administration. This Council was mainly consultative, 

where it is received information regarding the activities of the administration, it 

was possible to express an opinion, but it held no clear decision capacity. 

Counselling and participation bodies were regulated by articles 18 and 20. 

Quality was not regulated, insofar as the legislation did not include any 

specific section on inspection, or control of services and centres. Information 
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was included as one of the main functions of community services (article 5). At 

the same time, article 9 included among regional government’s responsibilities 

the elaboration of an information system guaranteeing knowledge of the 

activities of the Xunta within the policy area under scrutiny. 

Lastly, I make reference to private initiatives. The legislation did not 

explicitly mention the for-profit sector. However, the voluntary sector, also 

called social initiative, was regulated in article 16. This article stated the 

following: “The associations belonging to social initiatives may cooperate in the 

management of services regulated by this law and obtain grants that are 

determined by regulation, prior to inscription in the corresponding register and 

under the following conditions: Democratic composition and functioning of its 

bodies, lack of for-profit aims, adaptation to norms and programmes of the 

regional administration, control of its programmes and budget by the regional 

administration”. 

 

TABLE 5.1: WHAT WERE THE CHANGES WITH THE REFORM OF 1987 IN GALICIA? 
Responsibilities Public de iure, private de facto (family). In this case there is no will to 

establish a public system of social service, only to reorganise, coordinate 
and regulate the sector. 

Rights Recognised, but no mechanisms to articulate them 
Quality No references to inspections and fine mechanisms 
Access and Eligibility On the basis of economic resources (specialised services). Primary level: 

services for all 
Participation Recognised and promoted through Council of Social Services 
Information Main community service functions. 

Creation of an information system 
Coordination Among main principles informing legislation 
Decentralisation Region: main regulator; local: main provider; private: collaborator (only 

non-profit initiative). Re-centralisation at the regional level. 
Role of the private 
initiative 

Non-profit, considered as crucial in the provision of services 

Organisation and 
Funding 

Organisation: two levels: community and specialised services 
Funding: regional, provincial, municipal and user’s fees 

Source: Own elaboration based on Ley 9/1987, de 24 mayo, de servicios sociales 
 

2. GENERAL BACKGROUND PRIOR TO REFORM 

In this section several aspects reviewed in previous chapter will appear 

again, for instance, the window of opportunity opened up by recent 

democratisation, approval of the Constitution and the Statute of Autonomy. 

Also, how residual and underdeveloped policy characterised the beginning of 

the democratic period. At the same time, we will see the awareness of the 

government with respect to the main problems faced in this policy area and 

the main aims in responding to such problems. Yet, it will not be possible to 
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conclude that social services policy or responding to concrete social needs 

are among the main objectives of policy reorganisation. In addition, a 

particular vision of this reorganisation appears: that is, reorganisation of public 

intervention in this area without leaving aside the role of private initiative. This 

last point was mainly supported by a rejection of bureaucratisation, cost 

containment and the willingness to achieve the highest efficiency within public 

administration. 

 

2.1 Political Context and Inherited Policy 

The autonomous process started in Galicia at the end of 1977 when 

important social mobilisation claimed the Statute of Autonomy. Prior to the 

approval of the Statute a pre-autonomous body was constituted and a draft of 

the Statute was prepared. The Statute was endorsed in 1980 with the 

participation of only 30% of the population (Méndez et al., 2003). The 6th April 

1981, the Statute of Autonomy of Galicia was finally approved.166 With the 

Statute of Autonomy, Galicia reached, as historical entity (nacionalidad 

histórica), its self-government on the basis of constitutional guidelines and the 

mentioned Statute. In Title II, the Statute listed among other exclusive 

responsibilities: social assistance (article. 27.3), foundations and benefit and 

assistance-based associations (article. 27.26), and community development 

(article 27.24). 

The first regional elections of the democratic period were celebrated on 

20th October 1981.167 The Alianza Popular (AP), right wing party, won the 

elections with a relative majority. The distribution of deputies was the following: 

Alianza Popular (AP), 26 deputies; Unión de Centro Democrático (UCD), 24 

deputies; PSOE, 16 deputies; Coalición Bloque-PSG, 3 deputies; Galician 

Communist Party, 1 deputy; and Esquerda Galega, 1 deputy.168  

These elections had the highest level of parliamentary competition of all 

the regional elections celebrated in Galicia. However, parliamentary 

competition diminished in real terms as a consequence of the internal problems 

of the UCD. This party had an important organisational crisis both at the 

regional and national level. The situation caused a transfer of members from 

                                                 
166 Ley Orgánica 1/1981, de 6 de abril, del Estatuto de Autonomía para Galicia. 
167 The first legislative period lasted from 19-12-1981 until 21-10-1985. 
168 http://www.parlamentodegalicia.com/contenido/GAL/pags/composicions.htm 
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the UCD to the AP throughout the country, before its quasi-complete 

dissolution. As a consequence of this, in the year 1982, 10 regional deputies 

from the UCD joined the AP. After which, the AP gained an absolute majority in 

parliament, passing from 26 to 36 (Rivera, et al., 1998: 285-307). The electoral 

dominance of the Popular Group in Galicia (first, Alianza Popular and later the 

Popular Party) has been almost permanent to date with the exception of the II 

Legislative period in which, after governing without relative majority, they lost 

the regional government to a coalition headed by the Socialist party. This 

coalition, known as the “interregnum government” governed for a period of 

less than two years. 

After the constitution of the first regional government in 1981, social 

services were integrated in the Ministry of Work, Social Security and Migration 

presided by Mr. Corral Pérez. Three General Directions were created within it: 

Work, Migration, and Social Security and Social Services. Prior to the end of the 

first year of this legislative period, the central government devolved 

responsibilities to Galicia from the National Institute of Social Assistance (Instituto 

Nacional de Asistencia Social/INAS), social services from the Fund of Social 

Assistance (Fondo de Asistencia Social/FAS), and centres dependent on the 

General Direction of Social Action.169 This package of transfers was 

incorporated into the net of centres and services existing at that time in Galicia. 

The responsibilities received from INAS, FAS, and the General Direction of Social 

Action corresponded to those which up until this time had been part of 

national social assistance and social services of the central government (no 

Social Security). 

It is worth underlining here how the term social services was not included 

in the name of the Regional Ministry, appearing only in the title of one of the 

General Directions. From this moment onwards the organisational design and 

place of social services has been quite changeable and curious. For instance, 

in the II Legislative period, social services were incorporated into the Regional 

Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare, and in the III Legislative period, to the 

Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services. At first sight, we might consider 

that organisational design is only a marginal question. However, in a certain 

                                                 
169 Real Decreto 2411/1982, de 24 de julio, sobre traspaso de funciones y servicios de la Administración 
del Estado a la Comunidad Autónoma de Galicia en materia de servicios y asistencia social. BOE 232, 
de 28 de septiembre. 
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sense it can influence both the organisation of a concrete area and its 

development. A political instrument, as a Regional Ministry with important 

activity, in political terms depends a lot on its organisation. Therefore, we can 

assume that if organisation is insufficiently consolidated and temporary, it will 

not be able to achieve important visible results. 

In January 1985, transfers from the central administration were 

completed with those from the National Institute of Social Services (INSERSO).170 

These services represented the social services under Social Security. The 

relevance of these transfers is quite important and allowed Galicia to have 

both responsibilities and management functions over all main public social 

services available in the country. Concerning transfers from the INSERSO, it is 

worth noting that transfers to Galicia were made much earlier than in Asturias, 

which did not receive such responsibilities until 1995. This situation could have 

represented a boost for the Galician administration regarding the possibility of 

achieving a global policy of social services within its territory. Yet, it is also 

possible to argue that it may have contributed instead to a certain distance 

and lack of benefit from the work developed by the INSERSO during the 80’s 

and 90’s. Consequently, the situation at the beginning of the 80’s was that 

inherited from the authoritarian administration and consisted of a network of 

centres of the provincial administration. To this were added the centres and 

services mentioned above which prior to 1982 depended on the INAS and the 

General Direction of Social Action, and those which prior to 1985, depended 

on the INSERSO.  

Although, I do not have as detailed data on existing resources for this 

period, as I did for Asturias, it is nonetheless possible to say that the availability 

of public resources was scarce. For instance, in 1982 the number of places in 

residential homes for the elderly in Galicia was only 4,508, with a rate of 

coverage of 1.19 of the population over 65 (Casado, 1994). Home help 

services, which began timidly to be implemented in 1978, only reached 6.2% of 

Galician municipalities by 1985 (INSERSO/FEMP, 1998:148). Yet, this situation was 

not at all a particular characteristic of these two cases and could be extended 

to other parts of the territory. 

                                                 
170 Real Decreto 25/1985, sobre traspaso a la Comunidad Autónoma de Galicia de funciones y servicios 
del Instituto Nacional de Servicios Sociales de la Seguridad Social. Boletín Oficial del Estado 56 de 6 de 
marzo. 
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In fact, it can be generalised to the rest of the country. This is indeed one 

of the main points on which emphasis should be placed when analysing the 

Spanish case, that is, the minimal or almost inexistent social services at the 

beginning of the 80’s. This situation has conditioned not only the actual low 

comparative development of social services, but also its possibilities of 

evolution/path-breaking throughout this period. In the face of this panorama of 

scarce or almost null public presence, social initiatives, in particular religious 

groups, were the main supplier of formal services. Services provided by these 

organisations were characterised by being of a fundamental charity character 

(poor-relief). The situation prior to the reform of 1987 can be characterised by 

the following main aspects (see the next table). 
 

TABLE 5.2: SITUATION PRIOR TO THE REFORM OF 1987 IN GALICIA 
Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility residual 
Rights They were not recognised, except for those affiliated to Social 

Security, but with a limited number of services. 
Quality No 
Access and Eligibility Only for people with no resources and Social Security System. 

Concept of services for the frail elderly did not exist. 
Participation For those living in institutions (recognised) 
Information Minimum level of information for the population. Important role of the 

administration in providing information concerning public resources 
and rights in the years prior to reform. 

Coordination No 
Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation. Problems due to high dispersion of the 

population and presence of small municipalities. 
Role of private initiative Public subsidiary of private (non-profit). For profit sector with residual 

presence 
Organisation and Funding Organisation: primary services were not developed. Specialised: 

beneficence 
Funding: national funds, some regional funds (Diputación) 

  

 First of all, we should mention the almost null public responsibility in the 

provision of social services, both regarding the supply of services and the 

exercise of concrete public responsibility towards certain social needs. This 

residual public responsibility was also associated with the lack of recognition of 

social rights as extended to the whole population. For example, at that time, 

benefits and facility of access to services for persons affiliated to Social Security 

was higher and much more recognised than for those who were outside the 

system. 

 Measures promoting the quality of services basically did not exist. At the 

same time, social participation and public information were extremely limited. 

For example, user participation was recognised, but limited to the regulation of 
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the conditions of the internal regime inside institutions. Regarding coordination, 

there is not much to say, given that we are making reference to services 

inserted within a highly uncoordinated and fragmented system. As regards the 

operationalisation of decentralisation, it had started to be applied timidly, but 

not in a very organised and planned manner. The role of private initiative 

(social initiative/non-profit organisations) was crucial, and it is possible to say it 

was the main pillar of the system, if we exclude the family. 

 
2.2 Main Policy Ideas 

The starting point from which the reform was accomplished was 

characterised by policy underdevelopment both at the level of resources and 

organisation. This was also coupled with the beginning of the new regional 

administration, which was inserted within a complex and global process of 

change in Spanish institutions due to recent democratisation. However, it is also 

important to investigate the way in which social services policy was considered 

and treated by the regional government and other regional parties.  

Social services did not appear to be a priority area for the government 

during the I legislative period. As argued, the name of the Regional Ministry in 

charge of social services did not even include a reference to social services. 

Moreover, in 1982, during the presentation of the programme of government 

for this period, the candidate of the Popular Group did not pay specific 

attention to social services (DSPG, 1982:46), nor did he make any reference to 

problems concerning the elderly. Instead, he mentioned social assistance in 

passing, when referring to health services, placing the main emphasis on groups 

that traditionally had been treated unfairly, such as the disabled or mentally 

handicapped. Finally, he mentioned the will to give this group the same 

treatment as the rest of the population, with the aim of promoting their 

integration into society.  

This lack of attention paid to social services, whether for the elderly or 

care issues, cannot be considered surprising. In fact, it matches with what 

happened in Asturias during the same period, where social services were not a 

main priority for the regional government either. In addition, social problems of 

this kind, such as dependency, poverty, or the position of women in society, 

also held a secondary position on the political agenda. However, although in 

both cases social services occupied a secondary place, their treatment, 
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inclusion in discourse and proposals for action differed. In the case of Asturias, 

although they were considered secondary within reform and development of 

social services, they were nonetheless embedded in a radical process of 

change that wished to abandon inherited policy. In the case of Galicia, reform 

and development could be considered as “lighter”. Reorganisation was 

coupled with a weaker intention to accomplish radical change at the policy 

level.  

Moreover, we should bear in mind that during this period, as happened 

in the rest of the country, the central priority was to settle down the bases for 

the development and consolidation of the regional administration. This 

buttressed the idea that social issues, and care in particular, were not a priority 

on the agenda, the general modernisation process of the administration being 

one of the main, if not the main, objective of the period.  

Faced with the impossibility of consulting the AP’s programme for the 

regional elections of 1981 in Galicia, I have used as a “proxy” the programmes 

of this party for the national elections of 1979 and 1982 (AP, 1979; AP, 1982). 

These programmes did not include social services as specific area and there 

was no mention either of its development and structure. Social actions towards 

concrete groups, such as the elderly, were included in independent thematic 

sections with little relation between them. With regard to the elderly, the main 

message was that of fighting against marginality, and increasing their visibility 

and role in society. With the objective of fulfilling these aims, the AP considered 

as basic points the amelioration of their economic welfare, through the 

improvement and creation of pensions, and the improvement of their health 

status, through complete and free sanitary attention.  

Concerning the care needs of the elderly, their proposal was to help 

those families living with a retired person through tax deductions. This measure 

has been one of the main proposals of the right throughout the years.171 The 

response to the care needs of the elderly was reinforced with a proposal to 

create more and better residential homes. At first sight, it might be thought that 

these services were intended for the whole population. However, in the 

programme of 1979, it is explicitly mentioned that they would mainly provide 
                                                 
171 That is, the compensation of care and co-residence tasks of the elderly via the reduction of taxes. 
These deductions were independent of the level of income (family or elderly person) and did not need to 
be justified (only that an elderly is living in the same home as the person who get the deduction). 
Consequently their effectiveness in terms of equity is doubtful.  
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care for persons who were alone or lacked economic resources. Therefore, the 

main focus of care was on the poor, the marginalised, and persons with no 

family. In a certain sense it is surprising to see that at a general level this does 

not differ much from the kinds of persons who have access to services 

nowadays, that is, mainly persons with no family and low economic 

resources.172 This could imply, on the one hand, that this has been the main 

pattern followed in the development of policy or, on the other hand, that ideas 

have clashed with implementation problems in terms of the inability to 

overcome the inheritance of previous policy and its late development in time. 

As compared to the ideas presented above, we find a rather different 

approach, even in terms of presentation, in the PSOE’s electoral programme for 

the regional election of 1981 in Galicia. This diverse approach and way of 

understanding social services reinforces the argument that there is a different 

conception of these services as between right and left. In the PSOE’s 

programme it is possible to find detailed attention to action on social services in 

the region (PSG-PSOE, 1981). For instance, the intention to reorganise existing 

social services was clear, with the aim of reorganising services and clarifying 

areas of intervention within a system of clear public predominance. However, 

the PSOE recognised as one of the main problems the fact that at the time 

Galicia was still waiting for transfers. There was therefore a need to determine 

how these transfers would be received by different departments which, in 

many instances, were highly coincident between them and lacked personnel 

and material means. Therefore, they considered that this situation would 

condition the eventual rationalisation of services and its organisation within a 

unique department, and that it would create problems with the transferred 

personnel. 

Consequently, the regional government would inherit a great number of 

the pre-existing problems of the central administration. And this is what, in fact, 

happened. Transfers received came from a system that could not be 

considered as sustainable. At the same time, foresight and coordination prior to 

the devolution of these services in the devolution of these services was absent. 

This situation can be assimilated to the one in Asturias. In the latter case, 

regional politicians mentioned that they had received autonomy without 

                                                 
172 See chapter III for extensive reference on this issue. 
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money and “affected budgets” that had shaped and conditioned regional 

manoeuvrability. That is, past policy/inherited policy conditioned the 

implementation and development of change. 

Moreover, from the PSOE’s point of view there was much difficulty in 

passing a regional law on social services in Galicia, which unified and 

reconstructed all the transfers on social services. This is due to the fact that 

these services, at the central level, were situated partly in the area of Social 

Assistance (for which the Statute accords exclusive responsibility to the regions), 

and the area of Health and Social Security (for which responsibility is limited to 

legislative development and execution of national legislation). These 

arguments and proposals are clearly influenced by the report on social services 

presented at the XXVIII National Congress of the PSOE.173 

Leaving aside the analysis of the electoral programmes of the two main 

political parties, I analyse now the concrete programme of government on 

social services for the I legislative period. My aim is to highlight both the 

objectives and problems related to social services prior to reform (see the next 

table for a summary).174 In this respect, I have analysed two appearances in 

Parliament of the Regional Minister of Work, Social Security and Migration175 

(DSPG, 1983: 2228-34; DSPG, 1984a).176  

Once the starting point, the principal objectives, and the existing 

problems had been analysed, the government had to take a decision 

regarding the management option that it considered convenient to apply in 

the area of social services once transfers had been received, studied and 

improved. The option taken was in favour of the concept of social welfare as a 

right of the citizen. The aim was to promote this right through services, quality of 

life and the integration of those in situations of marginality. One of the most 

important objectives was the avoidance of the old concept of beneficence, 

which was to be replaced by a modern one based on solidarity, and social 

justice, which would have the recognition of right. However, as I have already 

                                                 
173 See the historical chapter for extensive reference on this issue. 
174 Many of the points and aims supporting the need for a reform of this kind are included here. At the 
same time, they will mainly those constituting the law proposal on social services of the Popular group. 
175 The Galician Parliament does not publish parliamentary commissions and they can only be consulted 
on request. Yet, there is no catalogue of these publications for all the legislative periods. 
176 On the first, the Regional Minister he informed of the elaboration of the project of law on social 
services for Galicia. On the second, he informed about the policy of the Regional Ministry on elderly 
people and grant programmes. 
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described in chapter two, this theoretical recognition has not yet been 

implemented.  

Concretely, the government aimed to accomplish these responsibilities 

by assuming the basic functions of regulation, promotion, control, coordination 

and cooperation. Regulation, given that policy from the public administration 

was scarce, could not be considered a “reference model” and showed clearly 

the lack of a system to be regulated, promoted and coordinated. In this 

regard, the promotion of public activity was fundamental taking into account 

the scarcity of resources, investment and lack of rational planning for 

development.  

Concerning the promotion of public activity, it was very important for 

them to implement promotion which would complement the tasks of 

coordination of municipal planning.177 To achieve this aim, it was fundamental 

to incite the creation of conscience in the municipalities for the establishment 

of a new policy. The aim was, in the first instance, to create a public rural policy 

on social services, and then to multiply efforts and resources in coordination 

with the regional government.178  

Regulation came together with service control, which was considered a 

basic piece in the new system. Control was focused on fulfilment of the 

regulations and responsibilities attributed to different institutions, both in terms of 

achievement and in establishing levels of quality. The next table (5.3) 

summarises the main aims and problems before the approval of the Law 

3/1987. 

                                                 
177 An order of the 20 April 1983 from the Regional Ministry of Work, Social Security and Migration 
implemented the model of community social services. This order details the main characteristics to be 
given to these services. 
178 The order 22-2-1984 regulated and provided for the first time a budgetary framework through a public 
system of grants to municipalities. The aim of these grants was the implementation and maintenance of 
municipal social services, which would keep on being local government areas (comarcal) services of 
social action. 
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TABLE 5.3: MAIN AIMS AND PROBLEMS BEFORE THE APPROVAL OF THE LAW 3/1987 IN 
GALICIA 

Aims Problems 
• Wide and efficient cooperation between 
administrations 
• Public responsibility for social services, 
understood as a right of citizens to social 
services, without claiming services are public 
• Avoid old concept of Beneficence 
• Promotion of resources for the 
development of a social services policy 
• Rational planning, avoiding territorial 
qualitative disequilibria 
• Control, fulfilment of normative and 
attributed responsibilities to different institutions 
and quality of services 
• No-state control of social services 
• Public-private cooperation at a global 
level and in management. 
• Policy of grants to private initiatives 
• Promotion of participation and gain of 
volunteers through private initiative 

• Lack of a system 
• “Scarce” policy of the central administration 
• Scarce resources in relation to needs 
• Scarce investment from the central 
government, regional government has to 
assume main responsibility 
• Lack of coordination and cooperation 
• Financial problems: decrease of expenditure 
on social services by central government 
•  

Source: Own elaboration based on DSPG (1983; 1984a) 
 

Taking into account the lack of coordination and cooperation that 

characterised social services, the government considered these as the main 

points requiring work. In this respect, major emphasis was placed on 

coordination with other public institutions, but also on public-private 

cooperation. This last point was supported by the idea that the responsibility of 

the public administration in the area of social services did not mean that 

services should have an exclusively public character.  

 

“Management will not be done only by the public administration. 
Instead, and without any doubt, it will also count on the participation 
of private initiatives. Ignoring in these moments the great boost given 
by citizens’ movements, associations and religious groups would be 
to deny the efforts of this non-profit initiative that has assumed social 
responsibilities which were not correctly answered by the public 
administration. We should also think about the mistakes and errors 
that would be brought about by complete state-control of social 
services. First of all, we would provoke the elimination of private 
organisations, and they are very important nowadays in Galicia, and 
the elimination of new initiatives. And, from my point of view the 
worst of all, the bureaucratisation and increase in the cost of 
services” Mr Corral Pérez, Regional Minister of Work Social Security 
and Migration (DSPG, 1983: 2231-33-34) 
 

Thus, they tried to avoid complete state-control of services, to give 

recognition to the role played by private initiatives, and to save costs in the 
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provision of services. The relation with private initiative would take form through 

a policy of grants. It should be mentioned as well that due to the recession of 

religious groups, the government aimed to undertake a policy promoting 

voluntary action. For this objective they considered private initiatives to be 

central, given the existing social needs.  

In fact, the role and work of these groups has been remarked and 

exalted on several occasions throughout the years by the different 

governments from the AP/PP. They consider not only its role and work, but also 

the need for support from the government in order to ensure the continuity of 

their activities. This government’s support was based not only on recognition for 

their contribution, but also on the possibility of supplying public services through 

the social initiative (i.e. contracting out), or simply through collaboration and 

financial contribution, with the aim of reducing or saving costs.  

 

“It would not be fair, not to recognise the exceptional role 
undertaken by private initiatives in Galicia. Private initiatives will be 
inserted within our aims and priorities, and they will respond to 
criteria of need and quality controlled by the Xunta (…). Because 
private institutions, not only save costs to the administration, but also 
in most cases, provide an important economic contribution in terms 
of buildings and equipment. In general, they have an organisation 
that will accomplish management at a lower cost than a public 
bureaucratic structure (…). There is no administration in the world 
able to assume on its own the management responsibility of social 
services” Mr. Corral Pérez, Regional Minister of Work, Migration and 
Social Security (DSPG, 1983: 2231-33) 

 

3. MAIN OBJECTIVES AND PHILOSOPHY OF THE REFORM 

The previous section showed us some of main characteristics of the 

policy to be reformed and the proposals and problems concerning it. In this 

section, I place emphasis on this last point by analysing the main factors argued 

over during the approval of the regional law on social services in Galicia. As I 

mentioned in the previous chapter (reform of 1987 in Asturias), one of the main 

points to bear in mind in the analysis of these reforms is the point of departure of 

the reform, that is, an almost non-regulated area with extremely weak and 

poor public intervention.  

In this respect, the analysis carried out in this section will allow us to arrive 

at similar findings to those in the previous case regarding the rationale behind 
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reform. First, the will to overcome the lack of legislative framework in the area 

was also present in this case. Second, the aim to benefit from newly acquired 

Constitutional and Statute responsibilities for the development of a new policy 

at the regional level. Third, the desire not to lag behind other regions brought 

with it a domino effect in the approval of this kind of legislation throughout the 

country. This latest aspect has also contributed to a softening of party politics 

ideology, as promoted by the governing party, due to a process of policy 

diffusion and copying.  

The final text, approved in May 1987, was the third attempt to pass a law 

on social services in Galicia (see the next table for a chronology of the 

process).  

 

TABLE 5.4: CHRONOLOGY OF THE PROPOSALS PRIOR TO THE APPROVAL OF THE LAW 
9/1987 IN GALICIA 

First Attempt: I Legislative Period (19-12-
1981/21-10-1985) 

 
Proposal Council of Government 

 (Popular Government) 

17-7-1984: Proposal Law on Social Services 
19-10-1984: Commission’s report 
23-10-1984: Debate and amendments to the 
full text by the “Mixed” Group and the Socialist 
Group (rejected) 
21-10-1985: End of process due to end of 
legislative period 

Second Attempt: II Legislative Period (17-12-
1985/24-10-1989) 

 
Proposal Socialist Group  
(main opposition party) 

9-5-1986: Proposal Law on Social Services 
3-6-1986: Debate to take into consideration the 
proposal. Proposal rejected 

Third and Final Attempt: II Legislative Period (17-
12-1985/24-10-1989) 

 
Proposal Council of Government  

(Popular group, minority government) 

23-6-1986: Proposal Law on Social Services 
23-9-1986: Debate. Amendment to the full text 
by the Socialist group (rejected) 
28-3-1987: Commission’s report 
9-4-1987: Dictum of the Commission 
28-4-1987: Debate of full text and articles. 
Project approved 
12-5-1987: Publication approved text 

Source: Own elaboration based on parliamentary documents 
 

As argued, in 1983 the Regional Minister of Work, Migration and Social 

Security made reference to the process of elaboration of a law on social 

services in Galicia. This project would see light in the summer of 1984 as an 

initiative of the government. However, this process of reform was blocked due 

to the end of the I legislative period in 1985.179 The II legislative period lasted 

from 17 December 1985 to 24 October 1989. In the elections celebrated on 24 

                                                 
179 The project of law presented by the regional government in 1984 and blocked due to the end of the 
first legislative period is very similar to the one that will inform the Law on Social Services of Galicia in 
1987. 
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November 1985, the results were the following: Coalición Popular de Galicia 

(former AP), 34 deputies; PSG-PSOE, 22 deputies; Coalición Galega, 11 

deputies; Partido Socialista Galego-Esquerda Galega, 3 deputies; Bloque 

Nacionalista Galego (BNG), 1 deputy.180 In the speech for the election of the 

regional president for the II legislative period no reference was made to social 

services or to the problems faced by the elderly people and there was no 

reference either to the intention of starting again with the reform of social 

services. Yet, it was expected that the government would relaunch the process 

blocked due to the end of the previous legislative period. 

However, before the government presented its new project of law, the 

PSOE presented its own project in May 1986 (BOPG, 1986). At first sight, it might 

be thought that the PSOE’s proposal could be framed within a “pressure 

strategy” to gain the regional presidency. At the end of September 1987 the 

Socialist group introduced a vote of no-confidence against the minority 

government of Coalición Popular presided by Mr Fernández Albor in the 

Regional Parliament. The vote of no-confidence was approved on 23rd 

September 1987 thanks to the political pact between the PSG-PSOE, Coalición 

Gallega (CG) and Partido Nacionalista Gallego (PNG).  

As a result Mr González Laxe (PSOE) became the new president of the 

Xunta. This pact and the following coalition government had a clear internal 

PSOE’s hegemony, and can be considered as peculiar in its composition as it 

included parties situated in different positions.181 However, this “pressure 

strategy” cannot be really confirmed as such. In the electoral programme of 

the PSG-PSOE for the regional elections of 1985, this party included among its 

proposals the presentation of a proposal of law on social services for the region 

(PSG-PSOE, 1985). Finally, the PSOE’s proposal did not succeed. The 

government argued that the main reasons for its rejection were: that it 

constituted an increase in expenditure, that it could not be assumed by the 

regional administration, and that at that concrete point in time the Council of 

                                                 
180 http://www.parlamentodegalicia.com/contenido/GAL/pags/composicions.htm 
181 On the one hand, the “cleavage” right/left, and, on the other hand, the nationalism/centralism 
“cleavage” (Blanco, 1988). The importance of this political-parliamentary initiative and the consequence 
of its effects in Galicia cannot be diminished. For the first time since the beginning of the Galician 
autonomous process there was a change from a conservative majority (right, AP) to a left-hand/reformist 
majority. 
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Government had approved its own project of law that was soon to be sent to 

Parliament. 

Given that most of the arguments and debates are repeated during 

discussion of the three attempts to pass a law on social services, I have 

decided to make a global analysis of the ones put forward by the government. 

I will apply the same rule to the PSOE’s proposal, whose ideas were also 

repeated in the three attempts at reform. I analyse the same issues as those 

discussed for the reform of 1987 in Asturias. Namely, where the idea for reform 

came from, what the main motivations and arguments for such change were, 

and on what basis social needs were considered and taken as a primary 

motivation for change.  

According to Mr J.L Baña, who was at that time General Director of 

Social Services, the government of Mr Fernández Albor did hold an interest in 

the implementation and reform of social services.182 However, as argued, in the 

presentation of the programme of government for the I legislative period there 

was no reference to this issue. According to Mr Baña, this interest was shown 

partly through incorporation into the regional administration of a team of 

professionals from the National Institute of Social Services (INSERSO), who were 

supposed to be among the more informed and better trained on these issues 

in Spain.183 This group was to be in charge of the development of social 

services in the region and their incorporation can be understood as a measure 

to palliate lack of experience on these issues. 

The initiative of approving a regional law on social services started from 

the regional government. However, it is not possible to give the government full 

merit. Instead the initiative can be explained by the convergence of a certain 

number of factors: for instance, the existing lack of organisation, the 

assumption of responsibilities for social services by the regional government 

(Constitution, Statute of Autonomy and transfers on social services), and the 

approval of this kind of legislation in other Spanish regions (that is, the insertion 

into a “chain process or domino effect”).  

                                                 
182 Interview with Baña, J.L. General Director of Planning and Management-General Direction of Social 
Security and Social Services-Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare and General Technical 
Director of Culture and Social Welfare- Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare (Galicia, 1983-
1987). General Director Vice-presidency Cabinet. (Galicia, 1987-1990). 
183 The incorporation of civil servants from other administrations and/or external professionals in certain 
positions of the administration, it is a common practice in Spain. 
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This was the same situation as the one described for Asturias, where the 

PSOE government joined the “chain process” of approval of regional legislation 

in the country. Yet, in the case of Galicia it seemed that there was less fluid 

debate and exchange of information with the central government than in 

Asturias. It is important to bear in mind here the different leanings of the central 

government (PSOE-left) and the Galician government (AP-right). However, the 

experts who came from the central administration to work in Galicia could be 

considered as a key point of contact in terms of the expertise they were able 

to provide in relation to existing policy knowledge in the country at that time. 

Therefore, this group could have contributed to the fact that the final result of 

the proposal did not differed significantly from proposals in other Spanish 

regions. Last but not least, we should remember the meetings and information 

distributed by the Central government and the role of the INSERSO vis-à-vis 

policy diffusion. 

Government’s motivations for presenting the project of law on social 

services were based on and supported by the exclusive responsibilities given in 

this area by the Constitution and Statute of Autonomy. The government 

considered that these responsibilities should be assumed in a unique 

department allowing for the ordering, structure, and provision of services that 

guaranteed the right of social welfare to all citizens. 

 

“The object of this law is the ordering, structure and promotion of 
social services that guarantee the right of all citizens to social 
welfare, favouring the full and free development of the person into 
society, preventing and eliminating the causes that drive towards 
marginality and achieving their integration as individuals and groups 
in the Community” (BOPG, 1984) 
 

Concerning the responsibilities accorded by the Constitution and 

Statute, Mr Fernández Barreiro, Regional Minister of Culture and Social 

Welfare,184 made reference in a September 1986 debate, prior to the approval 

of social services to the doctrinal discussion on the joint reading of articles 148 

and 149 of the Constitution. This debate was related to the concrete 

constitutional title that allowed regions to design social services policy. He 

defended the majority position at that time, namely, that social services were 

the exclusive responsibility of the regions, and thus, that regions held the main 
                                                 
184 In 1986 Mr Fernández Barreiro replaced the former Regional Minister, Mr Corral Pérez. 
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responsibilities (títulos competenciales) for the construction and development 

of a (previously inexistent) system of social services (DSPG, 1986a). This position 

seemed to be a point of importance for the Galician government, particularly if 

we take into account the conflict of responsibilities raised in the Constitutional 

Court against the central government with respect to social action 

programmes, as mentioned in the historical chapter. 

The need for a regional law on social services was also supported by the 

existence of three different levels of social action: Public Beneficence, Social 

Assistance and Social Security. These levels were functioning outside of the 

legislative framework that regulated the responsibilities of the bodies or 

administrations that took part in such action and which integrated all of them 

within a system of social policy. Therefore, one of the main aims and intentions 

of the new legislation was to achieve functional unification of bodies with 

different funding sources, those coming from the General State Budgets and 

those coming from the Social Security budget. These words confirmed both the 

lack of a system which might be used as a starting point for the construction of 

new policy and, at the same time, the struggle to organise a system that was 

not a system as such at all.  

In this respect, it is possible to mention the general agreement between 

different political groups regarding the following issues: the need for the 

approval of a regional law on social services (both due to the lack of a 

legislative framework and the newly acquired responsibilities), and, the 

extremely confusing nature, and lack of organisation, of previous policy. 

However, I consider interesting to underline how the PSOE seems to have 

forgotten its previously mentioned idea regarding the problematic of approving 

legislation of this kind. In the electoral programme of 1981, the PSOE made 

reference to this difficulty through a clear analysis of the situation of social 

services in Spain (PSG-PSOE; 1981). Namely, that these services were situated, at 

least partly, at the national level in the area of social assistance, in which the 

Constitution and Statue of Autonomy had established exclusive responsibility for 

region, but also partly in the area of Health and Social Security, in which 

responsibility was limited to legislative development and the execution of 

national legislation. The PSOE also made reference to the fact that Galicia was 

still waiting for some transfers in this area.  
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Therefore, this “forgiveness” or change of attitude, which had already 

been anticipated in the PSOE’s programme for the regional elections of 1985 

(PSG-PSOE, 1985), would reinforce the understanding of two fundamental 

issues: the inclusion within the generalised interpretation regarding 

responsibilities awarded by the Constitution, and the insertion within a chain 

process of approval of regional legislation on social services throughout the 

country. These issues were also related to the failure of the central government 

to pass a national law on social services, and equally, to the possible change in 

ideas arising from the initiative presented by AP in the previous legislative period 

and from the fact that the regulation process had already started to take 

place in other regions. 

From the analysis of the government’s proposals and that of the PSOE, it 

is possible to find wide similarity in the points and aims included.185 For instance, 

they both agreed on the need for legislation of this kind supporting this action 

based on the lack of legislative framework and the responsibilities accorded by 

the Constitution and Statute of Autonomy. At the same time, they also 

coincided on the organisation of services in two levels, primary and specialised, 

and on the creation of participation bodies. However, despite wide and 

general similarities, it is possible to find differences, in nuance or omission of 

certain terminology. For instance, the text presented by the PSOE in 1986 was 

adapted from the amendment to the full text presented by the Popular group 

in 1984, and the text resulted from the work of the commission in charge of the 

law. In the articles copied from this text the PSOE eliminated references to 

social services promoted by private initiatives and they replaced this term by 

the ‘social initiative’.  

At first sight it might be thought that the use of different terms and/or 

words is not relevant. However, this reveals a different conception of the 

organisation of this policy, and what is more important, in the philosophy and 

core ideas embedded in these parties’ proposals.186 According to the PSOE, 

the most important difference between their proposal at that of the 

government was that they wanted to create an integrated public system to 

provide individuals with answers to all problems. Their aim was to manufacture 

                                                 
185 Esquerda Galega and the Bloque Nacionalista Galego confirmed this argument (DSPG, 1986a). 
186 These opposite arguments and ideas were also found in Asturias, that is, the existence of two different 
philosophies matching the political colour of the two main political parties, right and left in this case. 
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radical change in the concept of assistance-based action and replace it by 

the concept of social, defined and concrete integration (DSPG, 1986a). That is, 

they wished to oversee the development of an integrated public system which 

would break completely with the policy inherited from the authoritarian regime. 

 

“In several articles of the project of law emphasis is placed on the 
transcendence/significance and importance of the participation 
of private initiatives (...). It is not the case that we are against 
private initiative. We include it in our project, and we give it full 
tribute, because it is true that the administration completely 
abandoned social services until modern states started to worry 
about the welfare of humanity. But, we do not want to promote it. 
We want it to be something public, a public good or public service 
(…). Priests and nuns should go home; it must be the Xunta, in sum 
the State, in charge of a public system of social services” Mr. 
García Dorgambide (PSOE) (DSPG, 1984b: 5560, 71; 1987, 546-7) 

 

These ideas can also be integrated within a process of modernisation and 

reform of public administration: “Guarantee in Galicia the right to social 

services for all citizens within a public system of social services that allows for the 

guarantee of welfare, social and personal development” (BOPG, 1986). PSOE’s 

ideas in Galicia widely followed the indications included in a document of the 

General Direction of Social Action from the National Institute of Social Services 

of 1983 (Beiras Torrado-Bloque Nacionalista Galego in DSPG, 1987: 549), and 

those of the XXVIII National Congress of the PSOE (PSOE, 1981). This would 

reinforce the argument that the position of the PSOE in Galicia was highly 

influenced by the arguments of the party at the national level. This can be also 

extended to other parts of the country such as Asturias, Catalonia and the 

Basque Country, and might indeed lead one to argue that there existed a 

unified socialist/PSOE discourse scattered across the country as I already 

mentioned in the historical chapter.187 Regarding the government’s proposal, its 

will was mainly that of reorganising social services with no intention of creating 

a public and universal system as such. 

                                                 
187 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, these proposals were almost coincident and put forward at the 
same moment in time. 
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“What we are going to have in Galicia is the modest beginning of 
social services different from the social assistance of welfare 
countries like the United States, or the European countries governed 
for many years by social democratic parties (…). Poor him/her that 
has to ask for social assistance in Sweden, Denmark or the United 
States! Because immediately, the direct line of government, through 
its chains of social assistants, is constantly reminding him/her that the 
State is protecting him/her” Mr Corral Pérez (AP) (DSPG, 1987: 547) 

 

“It is true that the PSOE’s proposal admits the possibility of the 
existence of concerted social or private social services, but in a 
residual way, which seems to lead to an interventionist and state-
control conception, which would come with an increase in 
bureaucracy and public expenditure”  Mr Fernández Barreiro, 
Regional Minister of Culture and Social Welfare (DSPG, 1986b: 545) 

 

In the previous chapter, but also in the historical one, I made reference 

to the occurrence in Spain of a clash between ideas and their implementation. 

This situation also arises in the analysis of this reform. This is a point of special 

interest, as it would reinforce the following issues: first, the characterisation of 

the first wave of legislation on social services as “manifesto laws”; second, the 

different way of understanding social services on the left and the right, as 

expressed in these reforms.  

In this respect, in the rationale of the Popular proposal they referred to 

the guaranteed right of all citizens to social services, and even the possibility of 

this right being extended to social welfare. However, these ideas did not fit with 

the way in which they were finally developed through the legal text and the 

measures intended in practice to implement them. The criticisms expressed by 

Esquerda Galega and PSOE both pointed up this issue. However, even though 

the PSOE showed their intention to create a public system of social services and 

their will to guarantee rights, and whilst they criticised government for not doing 

so, they nonetheless did not include any mechanism to do so in their proposals. 

 

“The universal character of this law does not overcome the 
assistance aspect, traditional in this kind this area, and in which 
private initiatives have done meritorious work. We believe that this is 
not the conception of social assistance that should exist in our 
society, and, yet, the project of law insists on it. Even, the language 
used is enormously in debt to the paternalistic social assistance of the 
past” Mr Nogueira Román (Esquerda Galega) (DSPG, 1984b: 5557-8) 
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“The approval of this law means the State which manages the 
system is unable to attribute subjective rights to citizens. Any marginal 
person, for the fact of being that, (…) will not be able to claim in 
juridical terms the application of what are called here social services. 
And, if we are really talking about the modern State, the modern 
State will be more modern insofar as it is able to attribute subjective 
rights to citizens, claim them in juridical terms, and impose 
punishment if they are not provided with that right. This situation is not 
taken into account in this project. There aren’t subjective rights, and, 
consequently, if things remain as they are, there will never be 
progress”  Mr Martínez Randulfe (PSOE) (DSPG, 1986a: 551-552) 
 

To conclude with the analysis of this section, I will refer to another 

important point of conflict when discussing the approval of the law on social 

services. This was the higher or lower decentralisation vis-à-vis the local level. 

The lack of application of maximum decentralisation towards the local level 

and the role given to the Provincial Administration provoked hard criticism from 

the opposition, particularly from the PSOE and Esquerda Galega: “This law 

promotes centralisation, because it does not give municipalities they role they 

deserve” (Mr Nogueira Román-Esquerda Galega, DSPG, 1984: 5558). However, 

this “new centralisation” towards the regional level as opposed to higher 

decentralisation towards the local level, was not only a question of not being 

willing to decentralise from regional government (i.e. with the aim of reinforcing 

regional power), but rather it could be explained by the awareness of the 

regional government with regard to the social reality of the region: for instance, 

a local level with very low financial capacity, predominance of small rural and 

scattered areas, and the problems of equality and equity that might arise in its 

implementation. 

 

“There was consciousness of the financial problems of the 
municipalities. Moreover the regional government contacted the 
municipalities asking them to implement social services and most of 
them refused to do so. This is the reason we decided to “stop” 
decentralisation towards the local level” 188 

 

                                                 
188 Interview with Baña, J.L. General Director of Planning and Management-General Direction of Social 
Security and Social Services-Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare and General Technical 
Director of Culture and Social Welfare- Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare (Galicia, 1983-
1987). General Director Vice-presidency Cabinet (Galicia, 1987-1990). 
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4. CONSULTATION PROCESS AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

The previous section provided an overview of the main motivations 

behind reform. In this one, I analyse the characteristics of the consultation 

process and public debate on the issue. Regarding the external level,189 it is 

important to flag up that at the time of the elaboration and approval of the 

law no consultative body allowing for the participation of social agents, users, 

and/or other administration had been created yet. In addition, although the 

figure of the Regional Ombudsman (Valedor do Pobo), a possible source of 

information regarding regional problems, had been introduced in 1984,190 he 

would not start his activities and annual reports until 1990. 

Moreover, consultations with the main professional group, social workers, 

were also limited and mainly informal. It should be noted that at that time the 

number of professionals, social workers in particular, working for public 

administration was very reduced. A clear example is that the Regional Minister 

of Work, Social Security and Migration mentioned that the Xunta only had 48 

social workers working in the whole region in 1984 (DSPG, 1984). 

All these issues reinforced the limited size of the group in charge of the 

main decisions and the importance of the internal level, that is, politicians and 

those working in regional administration. Regarding the latter, it is important to 

mention again the fact that certain positions in administration, particularly 

general directions, were free-designation positions, and thus politically assigned 

to external professionals and public workers. For instance, in this case, we 

should mention the “import” of experts from the central administration that filled 

some of these posts. However, the promotion of participation through the 

creation of the Consultative Council on Social Services can be considered as 

very positive, and, as one of the main innovations of the new legislation. Yet, 

this innovation was not particular to Galician legislation, given that all laws 

included participation and the creation of consultative councils. 

I have mentioned on several occasions the lack of information, the lack 

of knowledge, and the lack of consideration of social services as a 

consolidated system of social protection by the population regarding social 

                                                 
189 As argued, by external level I understand formal or informal consultation with groups and social 
agents and public debate regarding the issue. By internal level, I understand consultation and debate 
mainly between politicians and civil servants or professionals within public administration. 
190 The Valedor do Pobo was created by the Ley 6/1984 de 5 de junio, which was modified by Ley 3/94, 
de 18 de julio, del Valedor do Pobo. 
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services. Consequently, if we take into account the fact that these are still some 

of the main features of the Spanish social services system, it is not surprising at all 

that this situation was even “stronger” at the beginning of the 80’s. This fact 

highlights the difficulties in changing both policy and societal paradigms over 

the years and how institutional constraints on participation were also coupled 

with a lack of consideration of the problem as a problem. 

 

“The main problem at the beginning of the 80’s was that there was 
no consciousness. They did not consider social services as a right. For 
instance, the elderly were afraid of going to an “asylum”, and they 
told us: Nobody is taking me away from home! I don’t want to go to 
the asylum!” 191 

 

In this respect, it is worth flagging up the role played by the Regional 

Ministry’s group during the early 80’s. At that time, the objective was not only to 

agree on the organisation of a new system, as mentioned earlier, but also to try 

to bring services as close as possible to their target population. On this attempt 

the Regional Ministry organised informative sessions in different parts of Galicia. 

Their main objective was to present services to the population by providing 

them with information about their rights and about the way in which the 

administration could help them. 

 

“Maybe you won’t believe it, but we visited all Galician 
municipalities explaining what social services were. And then, after 
one month the priest and/or the pharmaceutical called us saying: 
there is a “run, run” here, they want you to come back again. At the 
first meeting, we found approximately ten people, at the second, 
one hundred, and at the third, people showed up and we gave 
them benefits. They came to us as if we were charity. Introducing the 
concept that they had the right to it took us a lot of effort. I knew 
Catalonia, and I am not saying Denmark… and I knew a bit La Rioja. 
However, Galicia was, I am not exaggerating, twenty light years 
behind the majority of Spanish regions”192  
 

In the section covering the main objectives and philosophy behind 

reform, I mentioned the arrival in the Galician administration of a group of 

professionals from the Central Administration (INSERSO). According to a 
                                                 
191 Baña, J.L. General Director of Planning and Management-General Direction of Social Security and 
Social Services-Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare and General Technical Director of 
Culture and Social Welfare- Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare (Galicia, 1983-1987). 
General Director Vice-presidency Cabinet (Galicia, 1987-1990). 
192 See the previous note.  
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member of this group, their role was crucial and fundamental in the elaboration 

of the law, taking into account their presence allowed the regional 

administration to gain important experience in the sector. At the same time, 

that had contributed to the negotiation of the transfers on social services with 

the Central Administration. “We knew what we could get and the available 

money. They could not cheat us because we had worked there”.193 

However, the “closeness” of admitting any external influence can be 

considered as surprising and does not fit into the general framework of copying, 

imitation and the chain process that characterised the elaboration of this kind 

of legislation throughout the country. In any case, influence from Catalonia and 

La Rioja was recognised concerning the design of concrete services, such as 

residential homes. “The model was Catalonia. I followed Catalonia and La 

Rioja”.194 In fact, it is also possible to observe broad similarities with the Catalan 

project, particularly in the proposal presented by the PSOE in Galicia.  

Regarding the role played by the associative movement, mention that 

they generally had a punctual and direct relationship with the administration. 

These relationships aimed to solve specific problematic related with their field 

of action. That is, when they had a problem and had any problem to solve it, 

they knew where or whom they should contact in the regional administration 

to explain their arguments and opinions. 

Consequently, it is possible to argue that political promotion in 

collaboration with technical elaboration appeared again here as the main 

feature of the policy-making process. This allows us to consider also in this case 

elements of path dependency in the style of decision-making, and the 

absence of a richer debate due to the lack of public demand.  

These results share broad similarities with the reform of 1987 in Asturias. 

However, it is possible to refer here to a political initiative shaped mainly by 

political and institutional, rather than by ideologically-driven aspects. That is, by 

the influence of the process of regional development, the chain process of 

approval of regional legislation on social services, and the intervention of 

technical elaboration. 

                                                 
193 Baña, J.L. General Director of Planning and Management-General Direction of Social Security and 
Social Services-Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare and General Technical Director of 
Culture and Social Welfare- Regional Ministry of Culture and Social Welfare (Galicia, 1983-1987). 
General Director Vice-presidency Cabinet (Galicia, 1987-1990). 
194 See the previous note. 



 

 182 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 The policy found by the first regional government in Galicia was inherited 

from the authoritarian administration. Overall it presented the same features as 

the one described both at the national level and in Asturias. That is, a policy 

extremely limited at the organisational and resources level, almost no public 

responsibility, and where private organisations, particularly religious groups, 

played a key role in the provision of formal social services. Transfers from the 

central administration and INSERSO also incorporated new resources at the 

regional level reproducing most of the problems of the centralised 

administration. 

The core importance of this reform related to the establishment of a new 

system and new guiding principles concerning social services, which tried to 

overcome the lack of previous regulation. It is worth flagging up, as was the 

case in Asturias, the development of social services as an area of action based 

on public responsibility. Moreover, it also possible to argue that insofar as the 

practical results of this reform are concerned, its implementation and 

development would be of main importance. At the same time, it is possible to 

refer to a reform based on gradual measures rather than radical changes. In 

addition, this reform did not fully intend the creation of a public system of social 

services as happened in the previous case. 

More precisely, this reform brought the following changes: for instance: 

the recognition of public responsibilities with regard to social services, but 

without a will to implement a public system of social services. It is possible to 

argue that the main care tasks remained on families. Also private initiatives, 

non-profit, kept their importance, as they were considered crucial in the 

provision of services. Contrary to previous centralisation, the decentralisation of 

services was promoted, with the region holding the main regulatory functions. 

The recognition of rights was foreseen, but with no mechanisms to 

implement them. Lack of organisation was to be solved by structuring services 

on two levels. Access and eligibility was extended to the whole population 

regarding community services, such as counselling and information. Access to 

specialised services was based on means-tested mechanisms, particularly 

economic ones. The funding of services was to be done mainly through 
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regional, but also municipal, provincial and users’ fees. Existing coordination 

problems were to be alleviated through the inclusion of coordination among 

the main principles informing the law. Lastly, the recognition and promotion of 

participation and information mechanisms appeared also as a novelty. Table 

5.5 provides a comparison of the situation prior to and after the reform of 1987 

in Galicia. 

   

TABLE 5.5: COMPARISON PRE-REFORM AND POST-REFORM 1987 IN GALICIA 
 Pre-Reform Post-Reform 
Responsibilities Mainly private, public responsibility 

residual 
Public de iure, private de facto (family). In this 
case there is no will to establish a public system 
of social service, only to reorganise, coordinate 
and regulate the sector. 

Rights They were not recognised, except for 
those affiliated to Social Security, but 
with limited number of services 

Recognised, but no mechanisms to articulate 
them 

Quality No No references to inspections and fine 
mechanisms 

Access and 
Eligibility 

Only for people with no resources and 
Social Security System. Concept of 
services for frail elderly did not exist. 

On the basis of economic resources (specialised 
services). Primary level: services for all 

Participation For those living in institutions (recognised) Recognised and promoted through Council of 
Social Services 

Information Minimum level of information for the 
population. Important role of the 
administration in informing concerning 
public resources and rights in the years 
prior to reform. 

Main community service functions 
Creation of an information system 

Coordination No Among main principles informing legislation 
Decentralisation Very low, high centralisation. Problems 

due to high dispersion of the population 
and presence of small municipalities. 

Region: main regulator; local: main provider; 
private: collaborator (only non-profit initiative). 
Re-centralisation at the regional level. 

Role of the 
private initiative 

Region: main regulator; local: main 
provider; private: collaborator (only non-
profit initiative). Re-centralisation at the 
regional level. 

Non-profit, considered as crucial in the provision 
of services 

Organisation 
and Funding 

Organisation: national Funds, some 
regional funds (Diputación) 

Organisation: two levels: community and 
specialised services 
Funding: regional, provincial, municipal, and 
user’s fees 

  
 I proceed now to explain the context in which the reform took place 

and what its main driving factors were. In the analysis of the general 

background prior to reform in section two, we saw how the approval of the 

Statute of Autonomy allowed Galicia to develop legislation in areas such as 

social assistance, foundations and community development. This situation was 

also coupled with approval of the Constitution, the first steps towards 

development of the new regional administration, and the celebration of the 

first regional elections in the democratic period. Consequently, the 

convergence of these factors opened up a window of opportunity within the 

politics stream that allowed the region to enlarge its role as policy actor, but 
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also, of primary importance here, to start regulating in the field of social 

services. 

This reform started as an initiative of regional politicians who where 

helped in its elaboration by public servants and professionals from the regional 

administration. Consequently, the mediation of political promotion and 

technical elaboration and the programme favoured by them intervened also 

here. As explained, there was little social mobilisation in claiming these needs, 

and a lack of institutional bodies of participation. But also, there was little 

recognition of the right to social services, and a general assumption held by the 

population that coverage of these needs fell to the private sphere. Moreover, 

social services were not considered as a hot issue in social debate or on the 

political agenda.195 However, as it happened in Asturias in 1987, political 

promotion and technical elaboration was also influenced by its insertion in the 

“chain process” of approval of regional legislation on social services in the 

country. 

The principal arguments supporting reform relied on the lack of 

regulatory framework in the area under scrutiny and the possibility of 

accomplishing this change from the regional level: namely, constitutional 

recognition of the regions as policy actors, the exclusive responsibility for social 

assistance accorded by the Constitution, and exclusive responsibility for social 

assistance and social welfare given by the Statute of Autonomy. To these new 

responsibilities, we should also add transfers from the central government and 

Social Security in the areas of social assistance and social services.  

In addition, the influence of previous policy and its design were very 

important and fundamental to change. There was a general rejection by all 

political parties of the way it was organised (i.e. dispersion, lack of regulation or 

coordination). However, there was little agreement as to the characteristics of 

change that they wished to see implemented. For instance, the right was more 

in favour of the reorganisation and coordination of systems, without suffocating 

or eliminating the role played by private initiatives (non-profit). On the other 

hand, the left aimed to construct a public system of social services in which 

private agencies could still play a role, but less than that they had played so 

far. 
                                                 
195 For instance, there was a lack of references to role of the family as welfare provider, and to the 
concrete problematic of the elderly or other population groups. 
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However, these ideas would not materialise into a result which truly 

diverged from that in Asturias. This would confirm that its position in government 

allowed it to be influenced, to exchange information, and to be aware of what 

was being done in the rest of the country.196 In other words, its position and the 

incorporation into the chain process of approval of regional legislation also left 

in Galicia the imprint of a social democratic character on the first wave of 

reforms. Thus, as argued, results were not highly divergent from those in Asturias. 

This diminished the influence of the government’s party politics ideology and 

pointed towards reform of a predominantly technical and institutional 

character. 

Summing up, this analysis observes remarkable common points between 

this reform and the one in Asturias. For instance, the window of opportunity 

within the politics stream due to recent democratisation, the newly acquired 

responsibilities of the regional administration, decentralisation, the global 

process of change within the country, and the general process of 

modernisation which was taking place in Spain. It was in this context that 

mediation of the government, political promotion and technical elaboration, 

occurred. This was a consequence of the continuity of the existing policy-

making style. But also, due to the absence of explicit demand in terms of public 

perception of care for the elderly, both by risk bearers or other social actors, the 

lack of mobilisation and channels of access to decision-making from the 

demand/social side. 

Two issues in particular characterised this mediation and the related 

programme, and allow us to typify it as non-altruistic. One the one hand, the 

reinforcement of the recently acquired position as new policy actor, the will to 

consolidate the new regional administration, and the desire to avoid lagging 

behind other regions. On the other hand, the determination to overcome both 

perceived and existing institutional constraints regarding social services policy 

was also characteristic of this reform.  

Moreover, it is possible to signal how this process was also characterised, 

to a lesser degree, by the position of the governing party, policy diffusion and 

learning, the last two through necessity. When regarding the last two aspects, it 

is arguable that they diminished significantly the importance of political 

                                                 
196 Opposite with what happened on the law proposal presented by this same party in Asturias. 
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ideology and ideas expressed during the legal debates. All in all, this would 

support the idea that institutional and political transformations were the main 

factors driving reform in a non-priority area and the mimetic nature of the first 

wave of reforms. The next table provides a summary of the main intervening 

factors in this reform and the one of 1987 in Asturias.  

 

TABLE 5.6: STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS. REFORM 1987 ASTURIAS AND GALICIA 
Problem 
Stream 

87 
AST 

87 
GAL 

Politics 
Stream 

87 
AST 

87 
GAL 

Policy 
Stream 

87 
AST 

87 
GAL 

Increase 
D size 

No, 
secondary 

No 
 

Political 
institutions 

Yes, 
window 
of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Yes, 
window of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Past 
policies 
 

Yes. 
Complete 
rejection. 
Will to 
create 
public 
system 

Yes. 
Will of 
institutional 
reorganisation 
rather than 
creating a 
public system 

Consideration 
D size as 
pressing issue 

No, 
secondary 

No Mobilisation 
& access to 
decision-
making 

No, from 
demand 
side.  Non-
altruistic 
mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

No, from 
demand 
side.  Non-
altruistic 
mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

Learning & 
diffusion 

Yes 
 

Yes 

      Programme 
favoured 
by those 
who are 
able and 
willing to 
exert an 
influence 

Yes 
Main 
feature of 
policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 

Yes 
Main feature 
of policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter I begin the analysis of the second wave of reforms in 

Asturias and Galicia. My aim is the same as that in the two previous chapters: 

namely, to unpack the central motivations and features of the policy-making 

process regarding social services policy. Moreover, the study of this second 

wave of reforms includes not only the possibility of doing a comparison 

between cases. But also, it incorporates the opportunity of a temporal 

comparison. Therefore, this will allow us to discern the main features of these 

reforms through a comparison between cases and over time. In this respect, 

chapters four and five have shown us how in a context characterised by 

important institutional and political change in the country, political promotion in 

collaboration with technical elaboration intervened in a non-altruistic manner 

in the reform of a low-priority policy area.  

In this chapter, I start analysing the second reform of 2003 in Asturias. This 

chapter is divided into five sections. The first analyses what happened between 

1987 and 1999, the year in which the new legislation initiative on social services 

was launched. Here I focus primarily on the general political regional context 

and organisation of social services, and the main policy ideas with regard to 
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social services. After doing this, in the second section of this chapter I analyse 

the reform process by investigating the main general principles applied in the 

reform and its results. The third section focuses on the political and policy 

context prior to reform. The fourth analyses the main factors in the reform 

process. The fifth focuses on the characteristics of the consultation process and 

public debate.  

Lastly, I provide the conclusions. The results obtained here are particularly 

important because they differ from previous ones. First of all, it is worth flagging 

up that the situation before reform was completely different to that prior to 

1987. Not only was social services policy more developed, but regional 

administration was also more consolidated. Furthermore, social issues, ageing 

and its consequences in particular, had now become more visible on the 

political and social agenda.  

Therefore, this reform did not contribute to laying the foundations for the 

public regulation of social services, but to consolidating, updating and 

responding to new social needs. In addition, the main factors characteristic of 

previous reform, such as the lack of a legislative framework, the will to profit 

from newly acquired responsibilities and political context, and incorporation 

within a chain process of approval, did not feature in this second round of 

reforms. In this case, reform was not characterised by issues related to the 

general process of change occurring within the country (i.e. democratisation, 

decentralisation), but to the PSOE’s rise to power with a majority position in the 

regional government, which opened up a window of opportunity for reform 

within the politics stream. 

However, despite the changes undergone and the time which had 

elapsed since the reform of 1987, political promotion and technical elaboration 

continued to be the main feature of the policy-making process. It is arguable 

that its importance was stronger, more independent than before, and more 

altruistic in character. In this respect, the increasing importance of the regional 

level in the development of these policies and its acquisition of experience 

regarding policy intervention is noted. At the same time, party politics ideology 

gained strength giving this reform a predominantly ideological nature in 

comparison with the previous one. 
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1. TRANSITION PERIOD BEFORE THE SECOND REFORM. WHAT HAPPENED BETWEEN 
1987 AND 1999? 
 
1.1 Political Context and Organisation 

The period 1987-1999 included the II, III and IV legislative periods in 

Asturias. From 1987 until 1995 the PSOE maintained its majority position in 

Parliament, with a relative majority. The PP kept its position as main opposition 

party until 1995. In that year, it won the regional elections for the first time during 

the democratic period with a relative majority. Other parties, such as the 

Communist Party, also maintained their representation in Parliament (4 deputies 

in 1987, 6 in 1991, and 6 in 1995). The Centro Democrático Social (CDS) after 

having 8 and 2 deputies respectively during the II and III legislative period lost its 

representation in 1995. Moreover, a new party entered the political scene in 

1991; the Coalición Asturiana/Partido Asturianista had 1 deputy from 1991 until 

1999.197  

Overall, general political stability characterised this period, apart from 

two remarkable facts. Those facts were: first, the crisis provoked in 1993 by the 

resignation of the regional president, Mr Rodríguez-Vigil, and the formation of a 

new government of the PSOE headed by Mr Trevín. Second, the internal crisis of 

the PP occurred in 1998 while they were in government. This crisis ended with a 

collapse in relations between the Central and Regional governments even 

though they were both of the same political party, namely PP. Some of the 

consequences of this crisis were the creation of a new party by a section of the 

members of the PP, the Unión Renovadora Asturiana (URAS), and the blockage 

of the main activities of the regional government for a period of more than one 

year. 

After the elections of 1987, social services were incorporated as a 

Regional Direction (Regional Direction of Social Action) into the Regional 

Ministry of Health and Social Services.198 The promotion and implementation of 

community services were two of the main priorities of the new regional 

direction. This reorganisation was partly a consequence of the lack of 

consideration of social services as an independent area within the regional 

government in the past. At the same time, the Regional Council of Social 

                                                 
197 For a detailed reference of these results see: http://www.sadei.es/datos 
198 Decreto 59/1987, de 17 de septiembre, por el que se regula la estructura orgánica de la Consejería de 
Sanidad y Servicios Sociales.  
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Services was adjourned. This new administrative organisation and the 

incorporation of social services in the health sector would reinforce the lack of 

visibility of this area and its establishment as an independent area of social 

policy. In the legislative period 1991-1995 social services continued to be part of 

the Ministry of Health and Social Services with wide continuity in its 

organisation.199  

When the PP gained office in 1995, the structure of the new government 

was quite reduced in its size. Only five regional ministries were created, among 

then a Ministry of Social Services, replacing the previous denomination of 

Health and Social Services. By virtue of the name of the Ministry in charge of 

social services we might conclude that social services were a high priority for 

the new government. However, the new Ministry of Social Services also 

included functions of consumption and health.200 One of the main features of 

the organisation of this government was its inspiration with regard to the 

principles of austerity and reduction of public expenditure (Tolivar, 1995). The 

body in charge of social services during this period was the Regional Direction 

of Social Action integrated within the Vice-Ministry of Social Services.  

An important issue regarding the organisation of social services was the 

receipt of transfers from the INSERSO in September 1995 (legislative period 1995-

1999). However, most of the negotiations prior to this transfer were undertaken 

during the previous legislative period, 1991-1995, by the PSOE government. The 

funding of the INSERSO regarding services devolution was established on the 

basis of the effective cost of services in the year taken as reference, modulated 

progressively according to the criterion of assisted population. This latest 

concept was calculated as the weighted average of the population over 60 

years (60% of weight), and the total population (40% of weight). The first factor 

represented care for the elderly, and the second, care for those with any kind 

of disability. These transfers amounted to 3,500 million pesetas (Tolivar, 1995), 

and the devolution of these services benefited those regions with a higher 

percentage of elderly people, as was the case in Asturias. All in all, it is possible 

to argue that access to management of these services, as it happened and will 

                                                 
199 Decreto 60/1994, de 14 de julio, por el que se regula la Estructura Orgánica del Servicio de Salud del 
Principado de Asturias. 
200 Decreto 39/1996, de 26 de julio, que regula la Estructura Orgánica de la Consejería de Servicios 
Sociales. 
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happen with others, contributed to a change in the regional administration in 

terms of gaining new spaces of action and consolidation of its activities. 

 

1.2 Main Ideas Regarding Social Services Policy 

 

1987-1991 

The electoral programme of the PSOE for the regional elections of 1987 

spells out the main objectives to be attained in the following four years (PSOE, 

1987). Contrary to the programme of 1983, there was no reference to the 

precarious starting point of social services, but to some of the developments 

achieved during the previous legislative period. According to the PSOE, one of 

the main developments during last legislative period had been the laying of 

foundations for the creation of a public system of social services. Taking as a 

reference point actions undertaken in the previous few years, the aim of the 

PSOE for this legislative period was the consolidation of the public system of 

social services by placing emphasis and effort on the following aspects: 

guaranteeing participation,201 developing general and community services, 

coordinating public and private initiatives, and, improving information levels 

among the population.  

In presenting the government’s programme for 1987-1991 the Regional 

Minister in charge of social services, Mr Rodríguez-Vigil, primarily focused on the 

situation of the health sector (DSJGPA, 1987b).202 Yet, he provided very 

interesting remarks on social services policy, some of its main objectives, and 

mainly and most importantly, its problems. As far as social services were 

concerned, he signalled an important dimension: targeting those most in need. 

He also mentioned that available resources were not sufficient, and that in 

many cases they were inadequate to meet social needs. At the same time, he 

                                                 
201 In this period two rewarding actions regarding the promotion of social participation in the region were 
undertaken: first, the approval of the Decree (Decreto 56/1988 de 28 de abril, por el que se regula la 
organización y funcionamiento del consejo asesor de bienestar social del Principado. BOPA 120 24 de 
mayo de 1988) regulating the organisation and functioning of the Council on Social Welfare foreseen by 
the Ley 5/1987 de servicios socials; second, the creation by law of the Economic and Social Council of 
Asturias (Ley 10/1988, 31 de diciembre, de creación del Consejo Económico y Social del Principado de 
Asturias) abolished by, (Ley 2/2001, de 27 de marzo, del Consejo Económico y Social), which aims to 
allow participation of the regional population and social actors in the decision-making process of the 
regional government. For detailed information on the Economic Social Council of Asturias, see: 
http://www.cesasturias.es 
202 Note that it was previously mentioned that social services were integrated into the same Regional 
Ministry as health services. 
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recognised that the current reality of social services was in certain aspects hard 

and precarious. Therefore, one of the main tasks would be the modification of 

their structure to adapt them to deal efficiently with the objectives to be 

fulfilled, due to the important and fast modifications they have experienced in 

the last few years.  

A remarkable fact in his speech was the recognition that social action in 

Asturias did not constitute, in general, an articulated group of services based 

on clearly defined regional responsibilities, but rather, a set of units whose 

common denominator was that of providing attention to certain sectors of the 

population that because of their economic or social origin, or by some physical 

or mental disability, were in need. He also underlined that some important 

exceptions could be pointed out. This was the case of the elderly for whom 

services were open not only to the dependant or those with low economic 

resources. Moreover, he stated that within the available services the idea of 

statutory, regional, responsibilities had relative importance, with the exception 

of the protection and tutelage of children and municipal beneficence.  

Therefore, according to him, it was, in principle, not possible properly to 

refer to the exercise of regional responsibilities, but rather to the provision of 

services concurrent with similar services provided by Social Security, Education, 

municipalities or private institutions. Consequently, he recognised that the 

elaboration of the regional law on social services and the creation of a regional 

public system of social services was not as important as initially thought. 

Therefore, regional responsibilities in the area were only “relative ones” with 

problems as to their implementation. In other words, formal and administrative 

capacities were severely constrained by the confused situation in respect of 

the allocation of responsibilities between different levels of government. This 

argument is also related to that mentioned in the historical chapter and to 

previous reforms included in the first wave of legislation on social services, that 

is, a clash between ideas and their implementation. Moreover, the particular 

characteristics of a confusing and unclear institutional design are here 

considered to be relevant constraining factors. 

In addition, it was also mentioned how a great number of benefits 

provided by the administration had been historically focused on, and in large 

measure still aimed to target, lower cultural and economic groups. This situation 
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was a consequence of the still present poor relief conception of social services, 

even though great efforts had been made over the previous four years to 

change behaviour within the bureaucracies in charge of administration of 

services and resources and that of users. In fact, this situation was also 

encapsulated within the analysis of the reform process of 1987. Namely, 

although the general idea was to provide services and give attention to the 

whole population, the main focus was on the marginalised and the poor, that 

is, those traditionally attended to within the framework of the Beneficence and 

Poor Relief. This also had a negative effect on the citizen who often lacked 

sufficient information to know which administration to refer in case of need. 

Moreover, basic problems of human resources existed as well, namely the 

existence of an excess of unqualified professionals, and a deficit of qualified 

ones. 

Consequently, the Regional Minister’s discourse shows clear recognition 

of the difficulties involved in overcoming inherited policy, not only in terms of 

the availability of resources, but also, in the ways services were being provided, 

and the behaviour and attitudes of professionals, users, and decision-makers. In 

other words, it is arguable that there was not yet a fully-constructed new policy 

culture. In addition, the previous paragraphs fit perfectly with the hypothesis 

that past policies condition implementation and contribute to maintaining the 

“old” welfare vision, such that complex institutional design and unclearly shared 

responsibilities are constraints on welfare development. At the same time, the 

lack of professionalism, understood as a lack of experience, created additional 

constraints in overcoming the influence and traces left by the imprint of 

previous policy. Despite this, it is possible to mention how efforts were taken to 

overcome this situation. In this respect, the previously mentioned will of regional 

governments to mark out spaces of action can be considered a contributory 

factor in drive for change. 

As argued, one of the main objectives of this period was the 

development of a net of community services. Their consideration as a basic 

element of social services was explicitly recognised in the law of 1987. The aim 

of this net was to allow information flow and coordination within the system. 

Moreover, coordination with social services from the INSERSO was also felt to be 

an urgent need. The achievement of this aim would allow the gradual 
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rationalisation of the combined management of social services by the INSERSO 

and by the regional administration. That is, the aim was to achieve deep 

regionalisation of the services inherited from Social Security (INSERSO) in terms 

of social action. Therefore, it is arguable that the regional government 

recognised coordination needs as between its own efforts and those of other 

administrations (central) and sectors (health). At the same time, the regional 

government accepted the impossibility of undertaking and developing social 

services policy on its own.  

In fact, these issues, the development of a net of community services, 

and the promotion of coordination can be considered as the principal 

achievements of this period, in particular the first of these. When considering 

community services, the implementation of the Concerted Plan under which 

the three administrations (local, regional and central) were to share 

responsibility for funding was a key contribution to the development of the 

basic net of social services at the municipal level. The Concerted Plan was also 

accompanied by a considerable increase in expenditure on social services, in 

the number of professionals and in the population covered.203 Concerning 

coordination, it is possible to mention the agreement signed with the Ministry of 

Social Affairs in 1990 that contributed to collaboration with the INSERSO. This 

agreement would allow rationalisation of management avoiding double 

intervention and under-protection in certain sectors or areas through the 

creation of an information system that could coordinate the activities of both 

institutions 

Another example of policy expansion was how the total budget of the 

Regional Direction of Social Action grew during this period from 3,785,810 million 

pesetas in 1987 to almost double, 7,610,248 in 1990. This data shows the 

important budgetary efforts of the administration, passing from an executed 

budget of 75,289 million pesetas in 1987 to 618,296 in 1990 (Consejería de 

Sanidad y Servicios Sociales, 1991).204  

                                                 
203 For instance, in 1984 only the three main cities, Oviedo, Gijón and Avilés, had social workers, 
working for them, more precisely eight. In contrast, in 1990, only 3 municipalities were lacking this kind 
of professional. The total number of social workers in 1990 was 87, and the percentage of the total 
regional population covered by these services increased from 68,2% to 98,1% between 1987 and 1990 
(Consejería de Sanidad y Servicios Sociales, 1991; MTAS, 1998). 
204 This is the only official publication containing full information about the activities of the Regional 
Ministry in charge of social services in Asturias throughout all the legislative periods analysed here. This 
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Regarding the elderly, one of the major priorities of this period was the 

creation of new services, paying special attention to de-institutionalisation and 

the possibility of growing older at home or in the community as was the general 

tendency.205 For instance, home help users increased from 90 in 1987 to 1,576 in 

1991 (Consejería de Servicios Sociales, 1999). In 1991, the number of places for 

the self-sufficient in residential homes for the elderly was 3,259 (with a ratio of 

coverage of 2.2 for those over 65). The number of places for the assisted was 

471 (with a ratio of coverage of 0.4) (FSA-PSOE, 1991). During this period there 

was also important growth in the construction of residential homes in the region.  

In terms of concrete measures for this population group, it is worth 

mentioning that they were mainly articulated through the Regional Plan for the 

Elderly (1998-1992)206 and the approval of the Law 7/1991 of 5th April for the 

Assistance and Protection of the Elderly. This Plan appeared as a global 

initiative to contribute to the needs of the elderly. It was organised via an inter-

departmental structure, such that action from different areas (i.e. health, social 

services, and culture) could be integrated. The central aims of the Law 7/1991 

were mainly regulatory: the regulation of conditions of access to residential 

homes in the region, and the creation of a public independent body, 

Residential Establishments of the Principado of Asturias (ERA). After its creation, 

the ERA took over responsibility for the management of residential homes from 

the regional administration. The aim of this body was the integration of existing 

public residential resources207 and contracting out to private initiatives. Third, 

the creation of the Letrado Defensor del Anciano, a sort of regional 

ombudsman whose task was to defend the rights of the elderly was foreseen.208 

 

1991-1995 

It is not possible to refer to great changes during the period 1991-1995 in 

terms of the main policy aims, but mainly, to a desire to continue with the 

consolidation of these objectives. However, an important difference is how 
                                                                                                                                            
lack of information in terms of the publication of annual activities or reports tells us a lot about the will to 
ensure transparency and accountability on the part of the government and its maturity as institution.  
205 See historical chapter for a detailed report on these issues. 
206 This plan was approved by the Council of Government in May 1988 and evaluated in favorable terms 
by the Commission of Social and Assistance Action (Comisión de Acción Social y Asistencial) of the 
Regional Parliament in November 1988 (DSJGPA, 1988). 
207 Before the creation of this body in 1992, the regional government only had two residential homes in 
the capital of the region (ERA; 1995). 
208 This position has never been filled. 
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already in the electoral programme of the PSOE for the elections of 1991 a 

change in the target objectives could be perceived (PSOE; 1991). It is possible 

to appreciate this in more concrete terms in the programme of government 

presented by the Regional Minister of Health and Social Services, Mr García 

González (DSJGPA, 1991). The Regional Minister started his speech by 

mentioning how social services must be tied to factors such as the 

demographic characteristics of the population, economic crisis, urbanisation 

processes or changes in family structure. In other words, social issues and new 

social needs seemed from this point to be considered as more important 

factors for policy development.  

According to the Regional Minister, one of the key aspects for this 

development was to deepen the principles of the 1987 law, and the aims 

included in it. As for this, he placed special emphasis on the following issues: 

first, attaining universality, which would gradually be extended, with the 

integration of marginal groups. Second, changes to organisation and 

coordination, by trying to bring more efficiency into the system and by 

promoting the integration, coordination, and exploitation of all resources. Here 

special emphasis was placed on the development of decentralised action in 

coordination with municipalities. However, coordination with the local level was 

considered crucial, but also with the central administration, INSERSO, taking into 

account that transfers from the INSERSO services had not yet been received. 

Coordination with the INSERSO aimed to improve general coordination, but 

also to lay down the bases for future transfers of services.  

Lastly, it is important to mention the Decree for the application of the 

minimum income programme (IMI) was approved during this period.209 The 

governing party, the PSOE, had agreed with the IU a share of the 1990’s 

regional budget for an increase in assistance benefits. At the same time, it had 

to agree to an amendment by a united opposition (IU, CDS,210 and PP) with 

regard to the elaboration of a project for the regulation this programme. 

Subsequently, it agreed with the unions on their proposal (propuesta sindical 

prioritaria). As a consequence, unions started to participate in the elaboration 

of IMI’s regulation (Arriba, 1999:112). Concerning other regulations, we can 

                                                 
209 Decreto 158/1991, de 2 de diciembre, para la Aplicación de la ley 6/91 de Ingreso Mínimo de 
Inserción. 
210 The CDS was the principal proponent of this amendment. 
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refer: to the Decree 33/1992 establishing conditions of access for residential 

services for the elderly,211 the Decree 79/1994 regulating the structure and 

functioning of residential services,212 the Decree 33/1995 regulating home help 

in Asturias,213 and the Law 5/1995, of 6th April, concerning the promotion of 

accessibility (the suppression of barriers to use, particularly of urban structures, 

by those facing any kind of disability). These measures show both policy 

development and innovation. 

During this period, major proposals concerning the elderly cannot be 

considered extremely innovative as such. However, they can be considered as 

further steps towards the development and consolidation of initial aims. In this 

respect, it is worth flagging up the fact that there was already an awareness of 

the increasing number of elderly people in the region, which in some areas 

constituted more than 30% of the population. Therefore, the aim of the regional 

government was to keep on expanding services and introducing new ones (i.e. 

day centres, alarm systems, home help, holiday programmes or sheltered 

housing). An example was the launch of the programme of family adoptions 

(acogimientos familares) for the elderly by the regional administration in 1991 

(DSJGPA, 1991).214  

Special emphasis was also placed on the elimination of service 

undersupply, particularly concerning the frail elderly, and on guaranteeing 

basic constitutional rights to this group through the legal and administrative 

instruments created by the Law for the Assistance and Protection of the Elderly 

of 1991, and the activities of the autonomous body ERA.215 In addition, the 

regional government proposed the elaboration of a regional Old-Age Plan 

following the general lines of the National Old-Age Plan.216 This fact would have 

reinforced the argument that national plans, in this case the National Old-Age 

                                                 
211 Decreto 33/1992 de 10 de diciembre, que establece las condiciones de acceso a los establecimientos 
residenciales para ancianos. 
212 Decreto 79/1994, de 13 de octubre (BOPA 14 de diciembre de 1994; corrección de errores en BOPA 
de 22 de febrero de 1995), que regula la estructura y régimen de funcionamiento de estos 
establecimientos. 
213 Decreto 33/1995, de 16 de marzo, que regula la Ayuda a Domicilio en el Principado de Asturias. 
214 This programme does not have great reach either in terms of users or of budget. However, it is worth 
mentioning that it was introduced with different peculiarities in several Spanish regions during these 
years. From 1991 to 1996 the number of users grew from 2 to 22 and the cost/budget from 280,000 to 
8,259,318 pesetas (Consejería de Servicios Sociales, 1999). 
215 There are no annual or legislative reports published by the Regional Ministry of Health and Social 
Affairs covering this period. 
216 This Plan will not be elaborated by the PSOE government in this legislative period, but by the one 
headed by the PP during 1995-1999. 
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Plan, had an effect on the evolution and homogenisation of regional policies 

for the elderly. All in all, it is arguable that during 1995-1999 the main aims were 

to maintain the autonomy of the elderly as far as possible, avoid their 

marginalisation through measures promoting their integration and ensure 

coverage of their needs. Concerning this issue, it is possible to refer to the 

existence of annual non-periodical economic payments for the elderly 

particularly in order to cover needs such as home adaptation and repair work, 

audiphones or dental prostheses.  

 

1995-1999 

  As mentioned above, from 1995 until 1999 the PP headed the regional 

government in Asturias. It is possible to refer to some changes in comparison to 

policy undertaken during the PSOE’s rule. First of all, in the programme of the PP 

for the elections of 1995, social services were not considered one of the core 

areas.217 Social services did not appear as a differentiated section within the 

programme and proposals were only put forward for certain target groups (i.e. 

women or the elderly). Moreover, there was no reference to a public system of 

social services as such, to the consolidation of social rights or development of 

integral action to promote social services and coordinate with the health and 

social services sectors.218  

In the presentation of the programme of government, the Regional 

Minister, Mr Cueto Espinar, mentioned as one of the fundamental novelties for 

this period the devolution of responsibilities from the INSERSO (DSJGPA, 1995). 

These responsibilities were received on 1st September 1995 and negotiated by 

the previous government (PSOE). Due to this fact the government had 

implemented different measures for the integration of the INSERSO resources 

into the regional administration. In addition, it is worth flagging up, that from the 

government’s point of view, consolidation of the system of social services had 

not yet been achieved. In this respect, the main regulations on social services 

during this period in the area of social services and elderly people were related 

with the regulation of the register of Welfare Foundations of general Interest, 

compensatory economic payments for the elderly, access to residential homes 

                                                 
217 I have been unable to consult the regional programmes of this party prior to this date.  
218 This situation is not new as it also applies for the national programmes of the PP for the national 
elections of 1993 or 1996 (PP, 1993, 1996). 
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and day centres, and participation bodies in residential homes for the elderly 

(DSJGPA, 1995). 

As argued, the electoral programme of the PP for the elections of 1995 

did not include a specific section devoted to social services, but thematic 

areas for certain groups. Regarding the elderly, it mainly proposed measures to 

increase the number of places within public residential homes through 

agreements with the private sector. The promotion of geriatric attention in 

hospitals, home help programmes, sheltered housing, alarm systems and 

domiciliary health care was also foreseen (PP, 1995). During this legislative 

period a regional Old-Age Plan was elaborated for the period 1998-2001, which 

would not finally be implemented. In addition, there was partial reform of the 

Law for the Assistance and Protection of the elderly of 1991. Yet, this reform was 

limited to the reorganisation and clarification of the functions of the Letrado 

Defensor del Anciano (sectorial ombudsman), having no other juridical or 

political content. 

In January 1996, Asturias received the effective transfer of residential 

homes from the INSERSO, which were incorporated into the ERA (Residential 

Establishments of the Principado of Asturias). These transfers represented an 

important increase in the budget managed by the region, a rise of 197.92%, in 

comparison to the previous year (ERA, 1996). Besides, there was a unification of 

waiting lists of the ERA and IMSERSO aiming to create a single database of 

claimants that could allow unified management of residential homes in 

Asturias. Moreover, the number of places and centres increased as well during 

this period. The number of places increased from 1,009 to 2,657 (1,114 public). 

The number of public centres rose from 10, including 2 apartments, to 14 

(including 2 apartments and 1 protected housing), and the number of 

contracted centres from 4 to 33. At the same time, waiting lists decreased from 

988 to 464 persons between 1995 and 1999 (ERA, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999). 

Home help also experienced an increase. In 1995 the number of users 

was 2,538 (18.41 hours/user/month) and in 1996, 2,755 (19.45 hours/user/month). 

Between 1993 and 1995 the absolute increase in users grew at a slower pace, 

taking into account the increase in ageing rates, predominantly of the very old. 

During these years the increase in regional expenditure on this programme was 

of 40%, 13.33% per year. This fact contributed to the limited increase in the 
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number of users. However, the main variable affected was the intensity of 

services, and the number of hours provided, that decreased despite the 

budgetary efforts of some municipalities. Most of the users of this programme 

were elderly people, with approximately 90% aged 75-80 years and older. The 

number of professionals in direct care positions was 409 in 1996 providing care 

to 2,755 users (2,501 of them elderly). The ratio of coverage among the elderly 

increased from 0.80 in 1992 to only 1.17 in 1996. Before transfers from the 

INSERSO were received, this institution and the municipalities mainly funded the 

programme.219 

A rewarding innovation during this period was the elaboration of a 

document including a proposal for the organisation of socio-health care for the 

first time in Asturias (Sanchís et al., 1999). This proposal tried to establish a 

forecast for the development of services that would allow, in the mean term, 

an organisational model of resources, a general methodology of care and a 

group of strategies for intervention. These objectives aimed to bring together 

the necessary in order to respond to the particular characteristics of the 

demographic situation in Asturias and to forecast future socio-health needs. 

  

2. GENERAL PRINCIPLES AND CHANGES INCORPORATED BY THE REFORM OF 

2003220 

The second law of social services in Asturias was passed at the end of the 

V Legislative period, in February 2003. At that time, the PSOE was back in 

government with a majority position obtained in June 1999. In this section I 

proceed to analyse the most important results of the new law on social services. 

As we can see in the following table the general principles included in the Law 

1/2003 did not represent a great change if compared with the principles 

included in the Law 5/1987. This means the main aims remained almost the 

same, although their starting point in terms of their development and 

consolidation can be considered radically different as between the first and 

second reforms. For instance, in the Law 1/2003 they were much more clearly 

elaborated and concrete, taking into account that there was better 

knowledge of the policy area due to a process of experience acquired over 

                                                 
219 Consejería Servicios Sociales (1999). 
220 All the articles mentioned in this section refer to the final legal text on social services (Ley del 
Principado de Asturias 1/2003, de 24 de febrero, de servicios sociales). 
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time. The new law was also much more precise, and concrete in its terminology 

and principles, as well as being much longer (65 articles as compared to 21 in 

1987). 

 
TABLE 6.1: GENERAL PRINCIPLES INCLUDED IN THE LAW 5/1987 AND 1/2003 ON SOCIAL 

SERVICES IN ASTURIAS 
General Principles Law 5/1987 General Principles Law 1/2003 

• Public responsibility (*) 
• Equality and universality 
• Prevention of causes at the origin of social 
needs situations 
• Normalisation 
• Coordination 
• Decentralisation and sectorialisation 
• Participation 
• Solidarity 
• Globality 

• Public responsibility 
• Universality 
• Equality 
• Decentralisation 
• Coordination and cooperation 
• Personal and integral attention 
• Efficiency 
• Prevention, normalisation and integration 

(*) Emphasis added on the coincident principles. Source: own elaboration 

 

In addition, it was also possible to appreciate changes in the vocabulary 

and in the incorporation of new social situations that related to particular 

problems of the elderly and/or their families, such as dependency or the 

recognition of family carers. At the same time, it should also be noted that not 

only have the policies changed due to passing time, experience, 

development, and consolidation, but also, due to a transformation in the 

external conditions in which social services policy was developed. For instance, 

demographic changes appeared more urgent during this period. The system 

was not starting almost from zero, and regional administration had also seen 

important changes in its functioning, organisation and development. 

The major changes brought by this law were the will to strengthen public 

intervention in this policy area, that is, the desire for consolidation of a system of 

social services of a predominantly public nature. This was coupled with the will 

to implement subjective rights to social services. This situation represented a 

radical change in social services policy in Spain, as this recognition was a 

novelty in the country. With this change it was expected that services would no 

longer depend on available funding (current situation), but on guaranteed 

amounts.  

I proceed now to analyse some of these issues. The recognition of full 

regional responsibility for social services was reinforced in this law. However, if 

we compare it to the Law 5/1987, this situation cannot be considered truly 
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innovatory. The distribution of functions between different administrations did 

not differ much from previous legislation. However, now they are more detailed 

and specific. The regional government’s functions were stated in article 6: (a) 

analysis and diagnosis of situations of risk and social need; (b) general planning 

on services to avoid territorial imbalance and guarantee minimum coverage in 

coordination with municipalities; (c) elaboration of statistics, creation, 

maintenance; (d) direction and management of services and resources of 

their responsibility; (e) coordination of actions with other public administrations 

and concerted private initiatives; (f) regulation of conditions of authorisation; 

(g) registering and accrediting, inspection; (h) control of quality and fines; (i) 

promotion of research on social services, and (j) support of the social initiative 

in the development of their functions.  

Local administration responsibilities were stated in article 7, these were: 

(a) the analysis of social need on its territory to be made available to the 

regional administration; (b) planning of social services according to levels 

established by the regional administration; (c) the coordination of activities with 

private organisations on their territory; (d) management of programmes and 

economic payments accorded by regional administration on the basis of 

agreements between both administrations 

An innovation of the new law was the inclusion of users’ responsibilities in 

article 40. Moreover, universality and access to the public system was foreseen 

under conditions of equality, independently of social, economic and territorial 

conditions (article 5.b).221 Right holders were included in article 4. The public 

systems of social services included as benefits all services, technical 

interventions, programmes and help designed to fulfil the aims of the system in 

article 19.222 

Access to the system’s benefits was articulated through a Catalogue of 

Benefits (Catálogo de Prestaciones) in article 20. However, neither in this article, 

nor in the law, was the final structure and characteristics of the Catalogue 
                                                 
221 “Access to the public system of social services will take place in conditions of effective equality, 
independently of the social, economic or territorial characteristics” 
222 General and personalised information; assessment and diagnosis; individual or family counseling; 
measures to present social exclusion and promote personal autonomy; measures to guarantee child 
protection; measures of family support; support to dependants and their families; measures to guarantee 
minimum incomes and promote social inclusion; measures of individual or family support; in situations 
of emergency; measures for the juridical protection of persons with limited capacity that are not self-
sufficient; measures to increase personal autonomy; social participation and community development; and 
economic payments.  



 

 203 

detailed. On the contrary, few guidelines concerning the Catalogue are 

included: first, article 20 mentions that the Catalogue will be approved by 

decree, detailing all the benefits of the system. Second, the decree would 

distinguish those benefits that could be claimed directly as a subjective right, or 

prior to technical indication or means-testing, independently of the economic 

situation of the beneficiary. Third, the Catalogue was to be complementary to 

the benefits of the Social Security and its development was to be progressive. 

The decree regulating the Catalogue was to be approved within two years of 

the approval of the Law.  

Once again, central emphasis was put on the participation of citizens in 

social services. Within this reform there was no need to create a Consultative 

Council, as had happened in 1987. However, on this occasion, more emphasis 

was placed on the creation of Local Councils (also promoted by the Law 

5/1987) and Sectorial Councils. Regarding the latter, the Consultative Council 

on Elderly People had already been created in 2001 as a forum for debate and 

participation of the most important agents involved on elderly issues in the 

region. The law includes, in article 34, the guarantee of participation. Articles 35 

and 36 detail the functions and composition of the Consultative Council on 

Social Welfare (Consejo Asesor de Bienestar Social del Principado de Asturias). 

The possibility of creating local and sectorial councils is included in articles 37 

and 38. However, this is only included as a possibility and in the case of local 

councils, it is left to local administration to regulate the council’s functioning 

and composition. 

Organisation remained basically with the same structure, that is, 

composed of two levels of provision. On the one hand, general social services, 

previously called community services, and on the other, specialised services. In 

this case the categories into which services were organised were much more 

developed and detailed. Organisation of services was included in articles 9 to 

13. Funding, regulated in article 46, maintained regional and local budgets, 

and users’ contributions as its main sources. 

Even though there was no specific section devoted to coordination, this 

may be considered as one of the major principles foreseen by the law. For 

instance, article 2.2 mentioned that that public system of social services would 

intervene in coordination and collaboration with any other services whose aim 
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was that of achieving higher levels of social welfare, such as cultural, labour, 

urban and educational services. However, the main emphasis was put on 

coordination with the health and educational systems. 

The article containing the general principles of the law included 

coordination and cooperation among its main principles (article 5). “Public 

administrations of the Principado of Asturias with responsibilities for social 

services will be ruled by the criteria of cooperation and coordination, 

guaranteeing continuity in care”. Articles 6.b and 6.e also foresaw coordination 

between the regional and local administration, and between any public 

administrations responsible for social services and private initiatives. As in 1987, 

the main sources of funding were public budgets, users’ contributions and any 

other funding supported by juridical order devoted to social services (no 

donations) (article 46). Moreover, quality and sanctions appeared as a novelty 

in the law. Inspection and quality were given a complete title to themselves 

(title VIII). Inspection was regulated in articles 49-52. The regime of sanctions 

also has its own title, includes articles 53 to 65. 

With respect to information, it is maintained among the main functions of 

general (primary) social services in article 11. In this respect, primary services 

included providing information and counselling with respect to rights and 

resources (article 11.b), and at the same time providing information regarding 

social needs in their territorial area (article 11). The design of information 

mechanisms and their statistical treatment is also included in article 6 among 

the main functions of the regional administration. Article 7.b also foresees, as 

part of the local administration’s functions, the collection of information and 

statistical data regarding their activities with the aim of incorporating them 

within general planning activities. In addition, under title IV, regulating the 

benefits of the public system of social services, information is reinforced. Article 

19.2 foresees general and personalised information and article 21.1 and article 

21.2 deepens the provision of information for users with regard to the benefits of 

the public system and the right to know at any point in time the status of their 

request for services. 

Private initiatives were regulated by article 41 (voluntary action), article 

43 (administrative authorisation of private centres and private services), article 

44, (social initiative), and article 45, (declaration of interest of the region in non-
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profit organisations). There was no explicit reference to the for-profit sector. The 

possibility of collaborating with the for-profit sector was implicitly recognised, 

but was not mentioned. This aspect was criticised by the PP, which commented 

that references to the for-profit initiative had been deliberately excluded. 

 

TABLE 6.2: WHAT WERE THE CHANGES IN 2003 IN ASTURIAS? 
Responsibilities Public, based on future implementation mechanisms 
Rights Recognised and mechanisms to recognise them in the process of 

being implemented. Represents a radical shift in policy 
Quality Recognised and promoted 
Access and Eligibility Depending on economic situation, services tend to be mainly 

geared towards people with higher levels of dependency 
Participation Recognised and promoted 
Information Recognised and promoted 
Coordination. Promoted coordination with other areas such as education and 

health and administrations. Development of socio-health 
coordination 

Decentralisation Increased role of municipalities 
Role of the private initiative No references to for-profit initiatives. Role of non-profit initiatives 

reinforced as main collaborator of the public sector (its intervention 
is considered fundamental) 

Organisation and Funding Same organisation in two levels 
Funding: regional, local, and users’ contributions. 

Source: Own elaboration based on Ley 1/2003 de servicios sociales 
 
3. GENERAL BACKGROUND PRIOR TO REFORM: THE RETURN OF THE LEFT AND 

SOCIAL SERVICES AND DEPENDENCY PROBLEMS AS NEW POINTS ON THE AGENDA 

 
3.1 Political Context and Inherited Policy 

A key point in the study of the first wave of reforms was the analysis of 

previous policy context. In the current analysis, it is important to underline that 

the policy context was radically different to that at the beginning of the 

democratic period and the reform of 1987. At that time, the starting point was 

almost zero. Also, the situation in terms of regulation and public activity was 

extremely limited. Moreover, since then, the regional administration has 

experienced important and radical transformation in its characteristics and 

development. For instance, the new government negotiated the remaining 

transfers from the Central Government blocked by the internal crisis of the PP. 

They included non-university education, 70,000 million pesetas, the final 

transfers from the National Institute of Employment, and at the end of 2001, the 

completion of health transfers, 156,000 million pesetas. As a consequence, the 

regional budget increased to half a billion pesetas and the number of public 

servants dependent on the regional administration increased to more than 
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31,000 people (Piñeiro, 2002:183-184). Furthermore, the general development 

of social policies in Asturias and in the whole country experienced radical 

transformation at all levels, such as pensions or health. In other words, there has 

been a complete transformation in the macro context in which policies are 

being developed.  

This situation also applies to the aims and application problems during 

the 80’s as compared to those at issue here (PSOE, 1983; DSJGPA, 1983a; 

DSJGPA, 1985). Among these objectives, positive aspects can be highlighted, 

such as doing away with the old concept of beneficence and the old 

authoritarian and paternalistic administration. The aim of creating a public 

system of social services as a complementary area of protection to the Social 

Security and Health Systems had only been partially achieved. At the time of 

the second reform wave, there was a public system of social services 

complementary to Social Security and Health, although its development and 

consolidation had occurred to a far lesser degree than in the other two sectors. 

In addition, the extension of public services was far more developed than at 

the beginning of the 80’s, but the presence of private initiatives continued to 

be relevant, and the public sector was not in a position to surmount this 

situation. However, the role played during this period by private initiatives 

appears different to the one it had at the beginning of the 80’s. At this stage, its 

role primarily involved collaboration with and support of the public 

administration and was mainly articulated through annual grants and 

concerted action.  

The participation of social initiatives and the local level through the 

Regional Council of Social Services had also been achieved, yet with certain 

doubts as to the effectiveness of these bodies. Information mechanisms had 

also been developed, yet there was still a “lack” of information from users 

concerning these services, and their identification as a real system of social 

protection. The elaboration of information sources and register of resources 

had also been completed. However, decentralisation towards the local level 

and coordination with other administrations and social agents was still an on-

going process. Concerning previous problems, there had been an increase in 

the number of resources and services. Yet, they remained scarce in 

comparison with other policy areas and with other EU countries. Dispersion and 
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fragmentation of social action and social services had also improved, but still 

constituted a problem. Lastly, the transfer process had finally been completed. 

 

3.2 Main Policy Ideas 

The already mentioned internal crisis of the PP during the period 1995-

1999 contributed to the spectacular victory of the PSOE in the regional 

elections of June 1999. This victory allowed the PSOE to recuperate the absolute 

majority it had lost in 1991. The results of the elections were the following: PSOE 

46% of votes, 24 deputies; PP, 32.31% of votes, 15 deputies; IU, 9% of votes, 3 

deputies; Unión Renovadora Asturiana (URAS), 7.14% of votes, 3 deputies.223  

The return of the PSOE to government in 1999 constituted an important 

change in the image and configuration of social services in Asturias. In fact, in 

their electoral programme it was already possible to appreciate some of the 

changes they wanted to carry out (PSOE, 1999). Their general proposals were 

based on the following aspects: the development of the Autonomous State 

and local power, the process of social and economic integration and 

convergence with the EU, and the cooperation of all the administrations 

involved in the development of social services.  

Their principal suggestions regarding social services involved their 

universalisation and the modification of the regional law on social services, in 

view of advancing a new consolidation of rights with the main emphasis on a 

model of a fully municipal character. In fact, it is possible to argue that this new 

reform depends on principles and terms similar to those of 1987. However, we 

have to bear in mind that the existing policy context is radically different to the 

one during the 80’s and earlier. Therefore, on this occasion the objective was 

not the creation of a system, but its improvement and development. In other 

words, it is possible to say that the main priorities had changed over time. 

If we compare these proposals with those of the PP for this legislative 

period, they may be considered wider and more developed. For instance, as 

was the case in 1995, there was no special part of the PP’s programme 

devoted to social services, but to different areas of action (PP, 1999). However, 

it is worth flagging up the extension by the PP of the section of its programme 

devoted to social issues in the 1999 programme. It is possible to link these 

                                                 
223 http://www.sadei.es/datos 
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proposals with the new concept of solidarity224 promoted by the PP at the 

national level, but also, with the intervention this party traditionally promoted. 

That is, it placed the main emphasis on income transfers rather than on the 

provision of personal services. Consequently, it is possible to hypothesize that if 

the PP had remained in government at the regional level, some of the changes 

accomplished through this legislative period would not have been 

implemented. If so, they would have promoted different principles and 

characteristics, and it is unlikely that they would have promoted the 

development of social services as a pillar of the social protection system.  

Going back to the PSOE’s proposals, its hopes for social policies in 

general, and social services in particular, could also be observed when the new 

government was organised. A Regional Ministry dealing exclusively with social 

issues, the Regional Ministry of Social Affairs was created for the first time in 

Asturias.225 Moreover, the organic structure of the new Ministry also 

incorporated important modifications. The extinguished Vice-Ministry of Social 

Welfare was articulated in two newly created General Directions, that of 

Community Services and Benefits and that of the Elderly Disabled and 

Dependants.226 In this respect, the fact of creating a Regional Ministry of Social 

Affairs was not only a symbolic change. It also accounted for important 

consequences in terms of budget, personnel and management autonomy, 

that is, organisation was able to play an important role in the development, 

consolidation and visibility of a concrete area. 

The law of social services of 2003 was approved in the last months of the 

legislative period 1999-2003. However, before this other actions were taken in 

the area of social services. For instance, in December 1999 there was a partial 

modification of the Law 5/1987 on social services by the Law 18/1999 on 

budgetary, administrative and fiscal measures.227 This modification included a 

new title in the Law 5/1987 (title VIII), which regulated the inspection and fines 

regime for social services. Until this time, this kind of regulation only existed in the 
                                                 
224 See historical chapter for extensive reference on this issue. 
225 In the previous legislative period there was also a Regional Ministry of Social Services, but its 
responsibilities were not exclusively focused on social services as in this case. 
226 The organic structure of the Regional Ministry of Social Affairs was regulated by: Decreto 82/1999 de 
13 de agosto de 1999 por el que se regula la Estructura Orgánica Básica de la Consejería de Asuntos 
Sociales, and modified by Decreto 7/2000 de 3 de febrero, and, Decreto11/2001 de 25 de enero. 
227 Ley del Principado de Asturias 18/1999, de 31 de diciembre de medidas presupuestarias, 
administrativas y fiscales, which modifies the Ley del Principado de Asturias 5/1987, de 11 de abril, de 
Servicios Sociales. 
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Law 7/1991 of Assistance and Protection of the Elderly. The new title also 

created the Social Services Inspection. Its aim would be to guarantee users’ 

rights, the supervision of the correct use of public funds awarded, and of the 

regulations established by the regional administration. Therefore, this new title 

had as basic aim the promotion of services of quality. Moreover, the new law 

also modified article 13, on social initiatives, to regulate the collaboration with 

private initiatives in the social services, aiming to promote the role of the non-

profit organisations and institutions.  

In June 2000, the Decree 42/2000 regulating home help in Asturias was 

approved. This aimed to establish a regional framework for the development of 

these services, for which municipalities were to be held responsible. In 2002, a 

decree was introduced regulating the authorisation, registration, accreditation 

and inspection of social services centres.228 This decree basically established 

regulation in relation to the modification of the Law 18/1999 on budgetary, 

administrative and fiscal measures regarding authorisation and inspection of 

social services centres.229 In November 2001, a regional law on voluntary action 

was passed.230 The main object of this law was to promote, encourage, and 

control solidarity and altruistic participation of the population in Asturias through 

public or private voluntary organisations, and to regulate the relations among 

public administrations, voluntary organisations and volunteers. 

As mentioned, public data sources are limited in Asturias. However, an 

important contribution to appease this situation was the elaboration in 2001 of 

a complete regional Map of Resources (Consejería de Asuntos Sociales, 2001). 

This Map provided data not only on social services, but also on population 

characteristics. Concerning services, the number of centres and places 

increased considerably between 1999 and 2003. In addition, alternative 

services, such as day centres or alternative housing have also been 

increasingly promoted (see the next table). A remarkable increase in the 

number of users, coverage and budget has also taken place with regard to 

home help services. Between 1999 and 2002 alone, the number of 65+ users 

almost doubled, increasing from 3,195 to 6,271 (Consejería de Asuntos 

                                                 
228 Decreto 79/2002, de 13 de junio, por el que se aprueba el Reglamento de autorización, registro, 
acreditación e inspección de centros de atención de servicios sociales. 
229 The Economic and Social Council of Asturias elaborated dictum on this regulation (CES-Asturias, 
2001). 
230 Ley 10/2001, de 12 de noviembre, de voluntariado. 
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Sociales). The use of alarm systems also increased from 1999 to 2001, rising from 

1,987 users to 2,983.  

 

TABLE 6.3: EVOLUTION OF PUBLIC SERVICES FOR THE ELDERLY. ASTURIAS 1999-2003 
Services 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Increase 

Day Centres 1 13 15 18 28 +27 

Places 20 275 347 415 755 +735 

Residential Homes 

(ERA) 

12 13 14 14 16 +4 

Places (ERA) 2,282 2,366 2,422 2479 2,639 +357 

Management 

(ERA) 

1,805 1,882 1,866 1913 2057 +252 

Concerted Action 477 484 536 566 582 +105 

Alternative 

Housing (*) 

5 5 6 6 11 +6 

Places 218 219 247 247 313 +95 

Public 214 215 245 245 275 +61 

Concerted 4 4 2 2 38 +34 

Total residential 

homes+alternative 

housing 

2,500 2,585 2,669 2,726 2,952  

Public Places ERA      +452 

(*) Alojamientos alternativos. Source: Data 30th June 1999 and 31st December 2000-2003 includes 
public resources (local, regional or concerted action). Source: Data provided by Consejería de 
Asuntos Sociales. Dirección General de Atención a Mayores, Discapacitados y Personas 
Dependientes (unpublished). 
 

Moreover, several novel programmes have also been implemented. An 

example of these is the programme “Breaking Distances” which has been 

developed to forge dynamism and enhance proximity of services for the 

elderly living in rural areas. Last but not least, this increase in service provision 

was matched by important budgetary expansion, more than 166% between 

1991 and 2002, in the concrete case of the General Director for the Elderly, 

Dependants and Disabled (Cano Lorenzo, 2003). The expansion both in 

services and budget allows for the appreciation of the proposed ideas for 

expansion and change during this legislative period and of the future law. 
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4. MAIN OBJECTIVES AND PHILOSOPHY OF THE REFORM 

Having reviewed the situation prior to reform, in this section I focus 

attention on the factors involved in the decision to reform social services 

legislation, and the main considerations and principles implicated. On this 

occasion, it is not possible to say that the idea for reform of social services was 

influenced by a “chain process or domino effect” as was the case in 1987. It is 

here that it is possible to appreciate one of the first differences with the previous 

reform. On the contrary, in 2003, it was the regional government who decided 

to accomplish change on the basis of its interpretations of the regional 

situation. Here, it is possible to mention the combination of its majority position 

and the political will to put their ideas regarding social services policy into 

practice. 

 

“The idea comes about from the considerations and the reflections 
made within this Regional Ministry. It came about after realising that 
the law needed to be changed. However, we did not know to 
what extent, in which of its main concepts, and guidelines. The role 
of technicians is very important here, they make an adjusted 
assessment of social reality, trying to look for the needs that exist, 
and clearly, with the political will to respond to this problem”231 
 
But, did this happen in complete “isolation”? The national programmes 

of the PSOE for the elections of 1996 and 2000 included similar points to those 

presented in Asturias, regarding the consequences of an ageing population, 

the increase in services, dependency, etc. However, there was no reference to 

the implementation of a subjective right to social services. With respect to 

national programmes, it was surprising not to find a specific section devoted to 

social services policy as in the programmes of the 80’s (i.e. 1982 programme). It 

seems possible to argue though, that this policy has been assumed by the 

central government to be the full responsibility of regional governments. 

Despite this, in March 1999 in the journal “El Socialista” an open forum 

appeared asking for ideas for the PSOE’s programme for the national elections 

of 2000.232 Here it is possible to find some of the principal ideas involving the 

policies that it was hoped would be implemented in Asturias, such as the 

development of social services as a fourth pillar or social welfare through the 
                                                 
231 Interview with Rodríguez, P. General Director Elderly People, Disabled and Dependants- Regional 
Ministry of Social Affairs. (Asturias 1999-2004). 
232 El Socialista 19th March 1999. http://www.elsocialista.es 



 

 212 

implementation of a right to social services for all citizens. Therefore, it seems 

possible to refer to the existence of a certain influence from the national 

organisation of the PSOE. In fact, Vincenc Navarro in his article “A victory for 

neoliberalism” confirmed that when Josep Borrell was the PSOE’s candidate for 

the general elections in 2000, among the main objectives contained in the 

PSOE’s programme was the universalisation of the right to social services, 

including family support services, domiciliary services, and services for the 

elderly.233 

It is not possible to comment extensively on national bodies such as the 

IMSERSO and the Sectorial Conference of Social Affairs. As I mentioned in the 

historical chapter, the IMSERSO had been transformed into a kind of institution 

joining, but not exactly coordinating policies towards the elderly in Spain. In this 

respect, it does not seem to have influenced the process in Asturias. As far as 

the Sectorial Conference of Social Affairs is concerned, a conference at which 

regional ministries of social affairs and the national minister meet several times 

per year, it should be noted that it provides the opportunity to exchange 

information and discuss certain issues. However, on many occasions, such as 

the internal group discussing the Old-Age Plan, discussion centres on the 

budget to be assigned to each region, that at the end it will not have to justify. 

Concerning the possible influence of other Spanish regions on the new 

legislation, there was no clear process of reform taking place country-wide. 

Some regions had already passed their second wave of legislation during the 

90’s. Others, such as Madrid, were in the process of doing so. Yet, these 

processes were more independent and “free” regarding the decision to 

accomplish change than those involved in the first wave of reforms.  

Influence was not found either in respect of the idea to implement a 

subjective right to social services. The regional government analysed all 

regional legislation in the area and had informal conversations with other 

regions on the issue. However, they did not find in any of them an established 

measure or point of reference concerning subjective rights. Moreover, they 

were even told that it was very courageous to try to do something of the kind. 

Therefore, in this case, a process of policy diffusion or transfer as a need was not 

reproduced, mainly, due to the impossibility of transfer/copy/imitation from 

                                                 
233 El País 26-5-1999. 
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other Spanish region(s). However, this does not mean that there was no 

influence of any kind from other regions’ legislation, bearing in mind the fact 

that other experiences and laws were reviewed for the elaboration of the 

proposal of law. 

 

“We analysed all the Spanish laws on social services, but we found 
no reference. At that time, the Law in Madrid was also being 
elaborated, and was also very new, but it did not guarantee 
subjective rights (…). We did a previous analysis, we contacted or 
visited other regions, and we went to the Basque Country and to 
the Nordic countries. We tried to compare and see what was being 
done in other places (…)”234 

 
(…) In Spain, we were told Asturias was very courageous to take 
such an important, not to say risky, step. Even in the Basque 
Country where there is a long tradition of social services, and 
political compromise because there is always agreement among 
all the political parties to advance in the social services, and…. 
without any doubt, there is a lot of professionalism. However, they 
considered it to be risky to guarantee social services and in fact 
they have not done it, although within the provincial government 
and the Regional Ministry this possibility was considered. To 
guarantee subjective rights is to bet or invest strongly. Let us for 
example think of home help, for it to constitute a right for all, you 
need to design the budget by looking at needs and not the other 
way around, and it is very important, and also risky, to take this 
step.” 235 

 

As argued, the reform of social services was included within the aims of 

the electoral programme and programme of government of the PSOE for the 

legislative period 1999-2003. In general terms, the new legislation aimed to 

cover the following objectives: first, to incorporate into the new law several 

decrees approved in the previous few years; second, to modify previous law 

due to the long period of time elapsed; third, to respond to social changes that 

had occurred since 1987, placing the main emphasis on aspects such as 

dependency or social exclusion; fourth, the establishment of a subjective right 

to these services with the aim of consolidating a public system of social services 

for all citizens.  

                                                 
234 Interview with Rodríguez, P. General Director Elderly People, Disabled and Dependants- Regional 
Ministry of Social Affairs. (Asturias 1999-2004). 
235 See the previous note. 
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Regarding the first three points, the incorporation of decrees, the time 

elapsed, and the response to social changes, it should be mentioned that there 

was a general consensus among the parliamentary groups and the persons 

who participated in the consultation process. At the same time, it is worth 

flagging up that when the government argued about the needs of the 

population as an axis to be covered, it extended these needs to the whole 

society. Therefore, it is nonetheless possible to appreciate that the main focus 

was not primarily on the poor or the marginalised as it had been in 1987.  
 

“We aim to advance towards the universalisation of social services 
for the whole population. That is, the transformation of a group of 
basic benefits into an effective subjective right, that is already 
present in other social benefits (…).  We will work to improve the 
necessary coordination between administrations, and we will 
establish a catalogue of benefits that constitutes rights for all 
citizens independently of where they live or their condition” Mr 
García González, Regional Minister of Social Affairs (DSJGPA, 1999) 

 

 Concerning the two aspects included in the fourth point, that is, the 

consolidation of a Public System and the establishment of subjective rights, the 

latter constituted the main innovation in the law. Not only that, but it also 

represented a radical change in terms of social services rights in Spain. It is 

important to underline here that none of the regional laws on social services in 

force, not even those denominated “second-generation laws”, include this 

possibility. For instance, the law of the Basque Country only enumerates, in 

minimum detail, the benefits of the system. The Catalan law only establishes a 

general clause to guarantee access to benefits, and the Madrid law makes the 

application of benefits subject to budgetary availability.  

The analysis of the parliamentary debates prior to the approval of the 

law did not show important conflicts between different political groups, nor 

between persons or groups that went to Parliament to express their opinions. As 

I have mentioned before, there was general agreement on the need for the 

new law and its importance. In addition, there was no criticism regarding the 

consolidation of rights to social services. However, despite the general 

agreement on the need for a new law, some aspects were criticised. 

These were, the role given to private initiatives, which once again was 

one of the main points of confrontation between the right (PP) and the left 
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(PSOE); the way decentralisation towards the local level was articulated; and 

lastly, the way in which the implementation of rights was foreseen. Note that 

rights subject to claim and the target population were not included in the new 

law, but in a catalogue that was to be approved within two years of the 

approval of the law. This was complemented with the elaboration of a map of 

resources. 

 

5. CONSULTATION PROCESS AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

The previous section attempted to show, among other things, that social 

needs have taken up a stronger position within the aims of the reform than in 

1987. One of the reasons for this, it might be argued, is the time lapse since the 

approval of the previous law and the social changes that had occurred since 

then. In addition, it is possible to appreciate how special emphasis on new 

social situations, such as dependency or poverty, was placed within the 

reform.236  

In this section I analyse the consultation process and public debate in 

this reform. One of the first differences that can be appreciated in the current 

analysis in comparison with the reform of 1987 is the expansion of the 

consultation process to different social groups, and the increase in public 

debate. For instance, the main social agents, associations, professionals, 

municipalities, and almost everybody related to or working in social services in 

Asturias were called to the Regional Parliament to express their views on the 

law. The Regional Consultative Council of Social Services, created by the Law 

5/1987, expressed its opinion on the features of the reform. The Regional 

Economic and Social Council, created in 2001,237 wrote a report giving its view 

on the legislation that also contained some of the points of view of the 

members of the Consultative Council (CES-Asturias, 2002). The regional 

government created a web page where anybody could give their opinion on 

the reform. Also, the Regional Council of Elderly People, created in 2001,238 as a 

new forum for debate also expressed its views on the legislation, particularly 

with regard to its treatment of the elderly.  

                                                 
236 IU made wide references to situations of poverty and to the reform of minimum income programmes 
during the debates prior to the approval of the law. 
237 Ley 2/2001, de 27 de marzo, del Consejo Económico y Social del Principado de Asturias. 
238 Decreto del gobierno del Principado de Asturias por el que se crea y regula el Consejo de Mayores de 
Asturias. 2001, 24 de mayo de 2001. 
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Press coverage also reflected the increase in the public debate, not only 

in relation to the reform process in itself, but also through frequent reports on the 

activities and programmes organised by the regional government in the area 

of social services and ageing issues during this legislative period. The reform of 

2003 was reported by the press as a third generation law, and remarks were 

made about how the new legislation aimed to guarantee a subjective right to 

social services. “The Junta approves the law that transforms social services into 

rights for all citizens”.239 “The new law of social services transforms its benefits 

into a right”.240 

The expansion of the debate on this issue and the creation of 

consultative councils and the expansion of participation mechanisms did not 

occur only in Asturias. The historical chapter mentioned the growing awareness 

with respect to new social needs. Moreover, as I mentioned in chapter III, there 

were also new participation bodies both at the national and at the regional 

level. Moreover, the Sectorial Conference of Social Affairs allowed for the 

possibility of exchanging information and ideas between regional and central 

government-IMSERSO. Consequently, these changes are evidence of a general 

modernisation process and promotion of participation mechanisms with 

respect to public administration and public policies in Spain. Therefore, step-by-

step Spain was leaving behind the policy style of the pre-democratic 

administration where free and open participation was only a dream. 

There is no doubt that the promotion and creation of forums and formal 

participation bodies has contributed to an increase in the visibility of social 

services and social debate on these issues. It has also facilitated a more active 

role in the policy-making process for other actors. However, it is possible to 

argue as well that these bodies should not be considered the new panacea 

that has opened up and completely transformed the consultation process and 

the main characteristics of the policy-making process. Moreover, it is possible to 

doubt the effectiveness and influence of these consultations on the policy-

making style. For instance, their problems have been reported by some 

members:  

 

                                                 
239 La Nueva España 21-2-2003. http://www.lanuevaespana.es 
240 El Comercio 21-2-2003. http://www.elcomerciodigital.es 
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“In this reform, the administration decided, in a unilateral way, to 
present a draft project that would then be presented to the social 
organisations and to the Regional Council on Social Welfare, and 
then, to us, the social agents. But on no occasion, and I am 
speaking from my union’s point of view, we did have a chance to 
sit down (physically), with the people from the Regional Ministry. 
We were not given that chance! Therefore, the amendments that 
were finally included were merely technical questions, but the 
important matters were not taken into account. Councils are 
participatory bodies, but with no intervening capacity!”241 
 
In fact, there seems to be general agreement that these are bodies of 

participation, of a mainly consultative character, but with no real intervention 

capacity. Despite this, we should not underestimate the fact that these bodies 

have contributed to increasing the visibility of social services and social debate 

on the issue. Further, and despite the criticism unleashed by unions as to the 

characteristics of the policy-making process, it is not possible to say that they 

were really active in claiming for the reform of social services, as was the case 

with respect to the minimum income programme.242 In other words, reform on 

social services could not be considered as fully integrated within their agenda. 

Yet, and despite this situation, they agreed strongly with the idea of the reform. 

Is it possible to extend this argument to the population? Spanish society, 

including of course the family, has changed over the time period analysed in 

this research. However, and despite these changes, it is possible to argue that 

the population has not yet identified social services as a regular and stable 

component of the social protection system.243 Data shows there is demand that 

should, in principle, be covered and that it has increased in the last few 

years.244 However, demand “by itself” cannot be considered as really active in 

claiming for these increasing needs. In this regard, an issue such as care for 

example is still considered as primarily a family and private problem. 

 

“I think the main problem, let’s say the curb on legislation and on 
provision of resources with more inputs and emphasis is the lack of 
demand. People still suffer alone and within the family, the pain 
and incapacity of not being able to answer to something (care), 

                                                 
241 Interview with Social Policy Secretariat. CC.OO-Asturias. 
242 The issue of minimum income programmes was always present and insistent in several conversations 
with trade union representatives. 
243 This statement was also found in one of the speeches of the Regional Minister of Social Services and 
in informal conversations I had with professionals in the area.  
244 See chapter III for extensive references on these issues. 
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because it is still thought of as a private problem. Finally, many 
people start to claim it, but it is mainly something private that 
happens to us…” 245 
 
Therefore, both the main consultative character of participation 

mechanisms and social preferences, contributed to reinforcing the continuity of 

political promotion in collaboration with technical elaboration as fundamental 

in change and its understanding as in 1987. In relation to this issue, the import of 

experts characterised the formation of the government during this legislative 

period. This government can be considered as “technical” and was composed 

by an important number of persons related to the regional president when he 

was mayor of the city of Gijón. For instance, several university professors 

occupied important positions (i.e. General Directions) in this government. At the 

same time, an important person in this reform was Ms Pilar Rodríguez who left 

the IMSERSO to work as the head of the General Direction of the Elderly and 

Disabled during this legislative period.246 

 

“We are the ones pushing for renovation, because the general 
public suffers in silence. Regarding the concrete problems of the 
elderly and attention to dependency in Spain, there is the debate 
at the professional level, and now, it is beginning to transcend to 
the Parliament, to the unions and so on, mainly due to the pension 
pact. But it is a debate in which there is still no pressure from the 
elderly themselves and from the unions and the social 
organisations. I do not understand why, since there are many 
people with this problem and many families that live with it, but 
they live it in a private way. It still has not transcended, or 
permeated, as a problem to which society has to respond”247 
 
In addition, it is also worth mentioning how the group in charge of social 

services was quite active in the elaboration of the project of law, analysing 

what had been done to date in Spain and what was being done in other 

European countries. This group was also quite energetic regarding the 

organisation of different congresses (i.e. international congress on ageing and 

disability), promotion of research activities, and exchange of all kinds of 

                                                 
245 Interview with Rodríguez, P. General Director Elderly People, Disabled and Dependants- Regional 
Ministry of Social Affairs. (Asturias 1999-2004). 
246 Ms Rodríguez is one of the “reference” persons working on elderly issues in the public administration 
in Spain. For instance, she collaborated in the elaboration of the national Old-Age Plan and in several 
important publications related to elderly issues and social services, such as the study of home help in 
Spain (IMSERSO/FEMP, 1998) or the study on informal care (Colectivo IOÉ/IMSERSO/CIS, 1999).   
247 See note 245. 
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information and experiences with national and international experts. Also, 

general promotion activities in the region were encouraged. 

Therefore, it seems possible to signal the importance that political 

promotion and technical elaboration had in this reform. Not only regarding the 

policy-making process, but also vis-à-vis the increase in policy visibility and the 

attempt to encourage a “flourishing” of demand and organisation of demand. 

This fact would reinforce the growing weight of social aspects in the reform, 

and, might allow us to refer to mediation of a more altruistic character.  

However, all the effort and merit of the above mentioned actions should 

not be given to the public sector. For instance, the work of certain non-profit 

organisations, such as Caritas, merits special attention. This work refers primarily 

to a general work of information and visibility of implicit demands, rather than 

to the role played by this or other organisations in the reform process. In this 

regard, we can flag up how Caritas’ intervention is characterised by the will to 

make implicit demand(s) explicit. Namely, one of its objectives was to fill 

“market holes” and explore new initiatives where the administration and/or 

other organisations do not intervene. However, once the administration and/or 

others access these “holes”, Caritas usually leaves them and tries to find new 

ones.248 

Last but not least, it is also possible to mention how the changes 

occurred here somewhat surprised the people working in social services within 

the country. Asturias has never been a model of reference or a place with an 

important number of recognised professionals at the national or international 

level.  

 

“What we have done constitutes important work in professionalism 
and training. We have brought in the best experts. This is what we 
think. But the training of professionals is lacking, in social work, 
psychologists and therapists. There is no postgraduate program in 
the social services. The important thing is the people and the 
professionals. I did not know Asturias at all, I was surprised to see 
that I was called directly by the president to offer me a post, and I 
did not have any link, at all, with this region. Today, the vision 
abroad is that Asturias matters” 249 

 

                                                 
248 Interview with Caritas (social worker). 
249 Interview with Rodríguez, P. General Director Elderly People, Disabled and Dependants- Regional 
Ministry of Social Affairs. (Asturias 1999-2004). 
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6. CONCLUSION 

The situation before the reform of 2003 did not have many common 

points with the one of 1987. For instance, during the interim period, the 

characteristics of the regional administration had changed completely. Also, 

the degree of consolidation of the regional government and regional 

administration was higher and the process of transfers had been completed. In 

fact, this process of modernisation can be generalised to the whole country. 

However, not only had the regional administration changed, but social services 

too. The situation of almost null predominance of public services and public 

responsibility, or the inexistence of a system, cannot be considered nowadays 

as one of its main features.  

The analysis of the period 1987-1999 highlighted some interesting issues 

with regard to the evolution of social services. For instance, how soon after the 

reform of 1987, the regional government recognised its lack of manoeuvrability 

regarding certain aspects of social services policy. In this respect, coordination 

mechanisms and a continuous process of policy updating and learning have 

taken place. Moreover, it has also been possible to observe how policy has 

experienced continuous consolidation and development. For example, we can 

refer to the uninterrupted increase in the number of services and the 

introduction and promotion of new ones (i.e. day centres, temporary stays). At 

the same time, there has been increasing consideration of social needs due to 

the social transformations which have occurred over the years.  

Moreover, and despite decreasing policy action in the area under 

scrutiny at the national level, National Plans contributed to and influenced 

regional actions and policies. For instance, the Concerted Plan helped to 

develop a basic net of services and the Old-Age Plan represented the first step 

towards the introduction of ageing problems on the agenda. Lastly, it has also 

been possible to appreciate how party politics ideology of the two major 

parties (PSOE’s and PP’s) has reflected different conceptions vis-à-vis the 

development of social services policy.  

All in all, this time-period constituted one of transition and development 

in which continuous steps regarding the consolidation of this policy area were 

taken. In this respect, this process of consolidation has also been coupled with 

the acquisition of experience regarding policy at all levels. Consequently, the 
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influence of established policy is now rather different from the influence it had 

during the 80’s. Metaphorically it might be said that now there is a pillar from 

where to continue building rather than a need to lay down the foundations 

upon which to start creating. 

This situation matches with the main changes incorporated by the 

second law of social services in Asturias. Their focal objective was to 

consolidate, to update, and to complete existing policy while aiming to 

increase its public character. The reform came about due to implementation 

problems, aspects not covered by the previous law, and the need to adapt 

both existing legislation and public action to new institutional and social 

realities. For instance, novel aspects included in the first reform, such as 

participation, information, coordination and decentralisation, continue to be 

promoted and strengthened in this one.  

Apart from these aspects, the main challenge and novelty of this law 

was its will to promote and recognise rights. This shows a radical shift in the 

existing conception of social services and its incorporation as the fourth pillar of 

the social protection system. However, despite the willingness for change 

contained within the reform and the final text of law, there were some 

implementation problems that might generate obstacles when translating the 

ideas and general discourse of change into practice. For instance, the 

implementation of subjective rights to social services was made conditional on 

the approval of a catalogue to include what could be claimed as a right. The 

law states that the catalogue must be approved within two years (see the next 

table for a comparison of 1987 and 2003 laws). 
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TABLE 6.4: CHANGES INCORPORATED BY REFORM 1987 AND 2003 IN ASTURIAS 
 1987 2003 
Responsibilities Public de iure,  private (family) de facto. 

Will to establish a public system of social 
services 

Extended public responsibility 

Rights Recognised, but no mechanisms to 
articulate them 

Recognised and mechanisms to recognise 
them in the process of being implemented. 
Represents a radical shift in the policy 

Quality No references to inspection and fine 
mechanisms 

Recognised and promoted 

Access and 
Eligibility 

 

Depending on economic situation 
(specialised services). Community services 
for the whole population 

Depending on economic situation, services 
tend to be mainly designed for people with 
higher levels of dependency 

Participation Recognised and promoted through 
Councils 

Recognised and promoted 

Information Recognised as basic benefit. Information 
also as a need (compilation of 
information on needs)  

Recognised and promoted 

Coordination Recognised as main aim, but no clear 
mechanisms 

Promoted coordination with other areas such 
as education and health and administrations. 
Development of socio-health coordination 

Decentralisation Region: main regulator; local: main 
provider; private: collaborator (only non-
profit initiative). Re-centralisation at the 
regional level. 

Increased role of municipalities 

Role of the 
private initiative 

Subsidiary to the public sector. Only 
references to the non-profit sector. 
Promotion and regulation of voluntary 
action (weak) 

No references to for-profit initiatives. Non- 
profit initiatives reinforces its role as main 
collaborator of the public sector (its 
intervention is considered fundamental) 

Organisation and 
Funding 

Organisation: Community and specialised 
services. Funding: regional budgets, 
donations, users’ contributions 

Same organisation in two levels 
Funding: regional, local, users’ contributions. 

 

I proceed now with the revision of the context and factors leading to this 

reform. As argued, the departure point for this reform did not have many 

common points with the one of 1987 (i.e. changes in the regional administration 

and social services policy). However, this has not been the only divergent point. 

Social characteristics have also experienced a process of transformation, for 

instance, creating new demands (i.e. ageing populations, increased female 

participation in the labour market). Furthermore, participation mechanisms, 

social participation, the consultation process and the visibility of certain social 

needs have increased considerably since the 80’s. When considering this, it is 

important to take into account the role played by the administration, mainly in 

the last few years, to make demand flourish and to make it more explicit. 

Nevertheless, although the situation has changed considerably since the 80’s, it 

is not possible to say yet that the population has identified social services as a 

stable component of the social protection system. 

It was in this context that political promotion and technical elaboration 

intervened, with even greater strength than in 1987, as “mediator” in the 

reform. However, this intervention was allowed and supported by factors 
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different to those in 1987. No major changes such as democratisation or 

decentralisation took place in the region and/or the country. On the contrary, it 

is arguable that a window of opportunity opened up within the politics stream 

due to a change in government and the political will of this new government. 

More precisely, the PSOE’s rise to power in the regional government in 

1999 with an absolute majority contributed to the beginning of a new period, 

with one of its peak points in the social policy arena being the approval of the 

law on social services in 2003. This change in government was coupled with the 

will to give social policy in general, and social services in particular, a new face 

in the region. In addition, this was also accompanied by considerable efforts 

and drive in the extension of the visibility of these services, particularly those for 

the elderly. For example, the increase in the budget and the rise and 

incorporation of new services for this group during the legislative period 1999-

2003 is worthy of mention.  

What, though, were the main motivations for this new intervention 

characterised by political promotion and technical elaboration? The first and 

core argument raised in this reform was that previous legislation was considered 

out-of-date. When considering this, it is possible to refer to a process of 

government learning in relation to previous policy that implied the need for 

reform, but also to the explicitness of this demand for policy-makers. Therefore, 

changes were required to respond to new social needs. 

All political parties, social groups, or committees consulted supported this 

idea. However, despite the general consensus about the need for reform, 

divergent political conceptions regarding the organisation of services, and in 

relation to the role accorded to private initiatives, were again apparent. 

However, it is possible to argue that in this case positions were “softer” than in 

1987. For instance, the right did not show such divergent arguments as it had 

during the 80’s with the 1985 proposed law on social services. 

With reference to party politics ideology, it is possible to claim it 

appeared as a weighty factor, taking into account that it was the governing 

party, the PSOE, which pushed for a concrete political idea within the reform. 

Other aspects also strengthened its influence. First, when this reform was passed 

the right (PP) was governing with majority at the national level and the social 

democratic consensus of the 80’s regarding social policies was no longer a 
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guiding principle. It is also worth mentioning, as noted in the historical chapter, 

the limited and decreasing role of the central government on these policies. 

Second, there was no chain process of approval of regional legislation or 

anything similar as in 1987. Therefore, it is possible to argue that political 

promotion and technical elaboration together with their ideas was now even 

more fundamental in the decision to promote change and in change itself. 

Other issues, which did not emerge as clear as the ones mentioned 

above, but which can also be considered among the objectives of reform 

were the push for municipalisation and the consolidation of regional 

responsibilities for social services. These were noteworthy given the structure 

and characteristics that they hoped to instil in the system. Concerning 

municipalisation, it has always been a widespread idea that services should be 

provided as close as possible to users, that is at the local level. This may also 

help us to understand why decentralisation of social services was so rapid at 

the beginning of the democratic period. Regarding regional responsibilities, 

they were an important factor in the reform of 1987. However, the idea of full 

regional responsibilities for social services was now taken as a given, its 

development, extension and consolidation being the major objective.  

Summing up, the analysis undertaken here provides evidence as to the 

differences between this reform and the first reform in Asturias. For instance, on 

this occasion it was the PSOE’s majority position in regional government, 

combined with its ideas regarding social policy and social services, which 

opened up a window of opportunity allowing for reform. However, in this 

context, political promotion in collaboration with technical experts erupted 

with strength and prevailed as the main “mediator” in this reform. This was 

possible due to the higher explicitness of demand as a problem for them in 

comparison with risk-bearers. Also, due to the continuity of the main features of 

the old policy-making style despite overall changes.  

This mediation can be characterised by its “particular” altruistic nature 

as it aimed, first and primarily, to overcome and update both perceived and 

existing institutional constraints in the area under regulation due to bad 

functioning and/or incompleteness. But also, to solve and adapt existing 

legislation to the challenges and constraints engendered by social changes, 
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which were now strongly felt. Moreover, the consolidation of existing policy and 

governmental intervention was also foreseen.  

Party politics ideology had an important and stronger role in this process, 

as this mediation was embedded in a clear socialist/left and pro-public 

ideology. At the same time policy diffusion and learning cannot be considered 

now as a need, but mainly, as a “preference” or common mode of action. This 

reflects a process of governmental learning due to previous experience, trial-

and-error processes and awareness and particular perceptions of current 

realities. 

As a whole, this reform can be inserted within a global process of 

modernisation and consolidation of initial aims. That is, the main objectives 

were the construction of a public system of social services for all citizens, and 

the will to reinforce and consolidate regional intervention in this policy area. The 

next table summarises the factors intervening in this reform and compares them 

with the factors at play in 1987. 

 
TABLE 6.5: STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS. REFORM ASTURIAS 1987 AND 2003 

Problem 
Stream 

87 2003 Politics 
Stream 

87 2003 Policy 
Stream 

87 2003 

Increase D 
size 

No, 
secondary 

Yes, 
 but 
secondary 

Political 
institutions 

Yes, 
window of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Yes,  
window of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

 Past 
policies 
 

Yes. 
Complete 
rejection.  
Will to  
create 
public 
system 

Yes, will 
to 
update  
and  
improve 
public  
system 

Consideration  
D size as 
pressing issue 

No, 
secondary 

Yes,  
but 
secondary 

Mobilisation
& 
access to 
decision-
making  

No, from 
demand 
side.  Non-
altruistic 
mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

No, from 
demand 
side. 
Effectiveness 
of formal 
mechanisms 
doubtful, 
Mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

Learning & 
diffusion  

Yes Yes 
 

      Programme 
favoured 
by those 
who are 
able and 
willing to 
exert an 
influence 

Yes 
Main  
feature of 
policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 

Yes 
Main  
feature  
of 
policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 
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INTRODUCTION 

This is the last of the four chapters analysing reform processes in social 

services legislation in Asturias and Galicia. This chapter reproduces the structure 

and aims of previous ones and is divided into five sections. The first analyses the 

general principles and results of the reform. The second investigates the general 

background prior to reform. The third analyses its main ideas and philosophy. 

The fourth focuses on consultation and public debate. Once I have analysed 

the main aspects related to the reform process, in the fifth and final section of 

this chapter, I investigate the main developments and changes concerning 

social services from 1993 to 2002. This section has two principal aims: first, to 

provide evidence about the process of development of this policy area along 

the lines marked out by this reform (i.e. promotion of private initiative). Second, 

to highlight the fact that the main characteristics reported in the historical 

chapter for this time period are highly coincidental with this one. 

As in the previous chapter, the analysis here shows different arguments in 

play when compared to the first reform. First of all, and despite the short time 

which had elapsed between first and second reforms in Galicia, the second 

reform was concerned to update its predecessor, rather than to create the 

ground for public regulation of this policy area. At the same time, the Popular 

Party’s majority position in government, in this case, opened up possibilities for 
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concrete change. It was here that political promotion and technical 

elaboration intervened again via mediation of a predominantly non-altruistic 

character. In addition, and contrary to what happened in the first wave of 

reforms, the different ideologies promoted by governing parties in these regions 

was more clearly appreciated and materialised in the results of the second 

wave of reforms. In Asturias, these results were more publicly oriented and in 

Galicia, they left wider room for private initiative. Therefore, this diminished their 

predominantly public character, and allows us to signal the increased 

ideological nature of these reforms.  
 

1. GENERAL PRINCIPLES AND CHANGES INCORPORATED BY THE REFORM OF 

1993250  

The second law on social services was approved in May 1993 while the 

PP was governing with an absolute majority. The main objective of the new law 

was the order and structuring of an integrated system of social services as a 

public regional service. At the same time, its regulation and promotion was also 

foreseen. All principles of the Law 3/1987 were again incorporated into the Law 

4/1993 (see the next table).  
 

TABLE 7.1: GENERAL PRINCIPLES INCLUDED IN THE LAW 3/1987 AND LAW 4/1993 
General Principles Law 3/1987 General Principles Law 4/1993 

• Public Responsibility 
• Planning and Control 
• Prevention 
• Normalisation and Integration 
• Solidarity 
• Decentralisation and Deconcentration 
• Participation 

• Public Responsibility 
• Planning and Coordination 
• Prevention 
• Normalisation and Integration 
• Solidarity 
• Decentralisation and Deconcentration 
• Participation 
• Recognition of Social Initiatives and Private 
For-Profit initiatives(*) 
• Globality 
• Universality 

(*)Emphasis added on the new principles. Source: Own elaboration based on Law 3/1987 and 
Law 4/1993  

 

Moreover, if we read both texts their description is almost identical. 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that these ideas were similar to those in 1987, 

but more developed and precise. To these common principles, new ones were 

also incorporated. For instance, social and for-profit initiatives were recognised. 

Globality was introduced in an attempt to avoid fragmentation in the provision. 

                                                 
250 Articles mentioned in this section are those included in the final text of the law on social services (Ley 
4/1993, de 14 de abril, de servicios sociales) 
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In addition, universality was geared to providing access to the system to all 

those in need, with preference given to those persons or groups most in need. 

The configuration of the system of social services as a public service 

appeared as one of the main objectives of the law. However, as in 1987, there 

was no reference to the creation of a public system of social services. The 

public service was to be provided directly by the administration or through 

different management options. With this aim, the law established the juridical 

order of the system and recognised social and for-profit initiatives as public 

providers. In addition, the law established the distribution of responsibilities and 

functions between different levels of government. The local and provincial 

administrations were given more functions, where the Law 3/1987 had only 

foreseen delegation. However, the regional level conserved the main 

regulatory role, including that of coordination, control, and funding.  

Under this reform citizens were considered within the law, both in terms of 

their rights and responsibilities in article 2. In addition, article 3.11, foresaw 

universality, which had not been included among the general principles of 

1987: “All persons in need will have access to social services under conditions of 

equality, with preferential care for those persons or groups most in need”. 

However, as in 1987, rights were not fully guaranteed, and the novelty 

regarding the regulation of rights and obligations was only for those living in 

residential institutions (articles 34 to 38). 

The promotion of participation within centres was foreseen in article 39. 

Furthermore, the law included a new regulation of the Galician Council of 

Social Services in article 40. However, its main functions remained basically the 

same, that is, to advise and collaborate with the regional government in the 

programme and planning of social services. The composition of the Council 

was also described in article 40; it included representatives from the local and 

regional administration, organisations collaborating in the provision of services, 

users’ associations, representatives of entrepreneurs, trade unions, neighbours’ 

associations, and professional associations. In addition, articles 41 and 42 

mentioned the creation of provincial and local councils. 

The existence of two levels of attention (primary and specialised) 

remained. However, there was a terminological innovation introduced in the 

categorisation of services. This was done through the conceptualisation of the 
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first level of services as primary services, as opposed to the term community 

services established in the Law 3/1987. Regarding access to these services, it is 

possible to refer again to free-access to the basic benefits of primary services. 

Concerning specialised services, means-tested mechanisms were kept in place 

in order to determine rights of access. In this respect, users’ contributions were 

to be taken into account, as a condition of access. In addition, the objective 

conditions of access were to be regulated through specific decrees or similar 

measures. These regulations foresaw the guarantee of a certain amount of 

money for user’s personal expenses.  

Coordination was considered one of the guiding principles of the law: 

“coordination with health, cultural, education, and urban services of Galicia is 

foreseen” (article 3.5). Coordination also appeared as a guiding principle 

throughout the law regarding, for instance, voluntary action and local 

municipalities. The provision and collection of information appeared again as a 

basic element of primary services, but also of specialised ones. The collection of 

information also appeared among the functions of the three administrations.  

Funding was regulated in articles 74 to 79. Article 74 provided for 

inclusion of the amounts required to cover social services expenditure within the 

regional government budget, and article 75 those regarding the provincial and 

municipal administrations. Municipalities of more than 20,000 inhabitants were 

to include in their budgets specific and sufficient finances for the creation, 

maintenance and development of these services and related issues. This is not 

a relevant change as the law regulating the local regime in Spain also contains 

such a provision.251 However, the major transformation here was the 

establishment of a minimum percentage to be spent on services by 

municipalities of less than 20,000 inhabitants: 4% when providing services in 

agreement with other municipalities (article 76), and 6% when providing 

services alone (article 77).  

All municipalities could obtain the participation and contribution of the 

regional administration in fulfilling these percentages (articles 76, 77 and 78). In 

fact, grant programmes designed for municipalities have become increasingly 

common over the years and are one of the major characteristics of the Spanish 

administrative system. Moreover, article 78 foresaw the participation of regional 

                                                 
251 Ley 7/1985, de 2 de abril, reguladora de las bases del Régimen Local. 
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government in the funding of maintenance and promotion of basic or 

innovative activities of the municipalities. This participation would favour those 

that surpassed the percentages mentioned in articles 76 and 77. Lastly, the law 

also included an article on users’ contributions (article 79).  

In the analysis of the reform of 1987, I mentioned how for-profit initiatives 

was not mentioned or recognised. However, in 1993 both for-profit and non-

profit initiatives were recognised as providers of services in article 32. This 

appeared as one of the new aspects in this legislation. In order to be accepted 

and recognised as providers, these organisations had first to be registered on 

an administrative register of providers as foreseen in article 32.3.  

The regulation of the activities of the voluntary sector was detailed in 

article 43. Voluntary functions could imply a market or remunerated labour 

relation, and could not constitute a reduction in the public offer of 

employment. The administration was to promote the creation of entities or 

organisations of volunteers and could choose to participate in the funding of 

maintenance costs. Lastly, persons engaged in voluntary action were to be 

older than 18 years old. In addition, article 44 states that the activities of the 

voluntary sector could be developed either through incorporation within 

existing organisations of social initiative, through the creation of new social 

initiatives, or through voluntary organisations created by municipalities. 

Regarding the provision of services, the law devoted three sections to the 

regime of fines, the fines procedures and regulation of fines (section II, III, and IV 

respectively). Also, one chapter was devoted to the inspection of services 

(section V). 
 
 

TABLE 7.2: WHAT WERE THE CHANGES IN 1993 IN GALICIA? 
Responsibilities Almost=87. More responsibilities for local and provincial administration 
Rights Almost=87. Now recognition of users’ rights 
Quality New mechanisms 
Access and Eligibility Expanded 
Participation Expanded 
Information Expanded 
Coordination Expanded 
Decentralisation Push towards the local level 
Role of private initiative Increased and promoted. Recognition of for-profit initiatives 

Organisation and Funding Same organisation along two axes, but with different terminology. 
Funding: minimum % to spent on social services for municipalities 
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2. GENERAL BACKGROUND PRIOR TO REFORM 

 
2.1 Political Context and Inherited Policy 

Between the first, 1987, and the second, 1993, reform processes on social 

services legislation in Galicia, there were two changes in the presidency of the 

regional government. The first occurred when the opposition, headed by the 

PSOE, succeeded in forcing through a vote of no confidence in the AP 

government of September 1987. This government would be the one to have 

initial responsibility for implementing the new legislation. The second was in 

1990, when the AP, now the Popular Party (PP), returned to the presidency of 

the regional government. This moment coincided with the beginning of the III 

Legislative period lasting from the 16th January 1990 to the 24th August 1993. 

The PP, headed by Manuel Fraga, won the elections with a wide majority. The 

results were the following: PP, 38 deputies; PSG-PSOE, 28 deputies; Bloque 

Nacionalista Galego (BNG), 5 deputies; PSG-Esquerda Galega, 2 deputies; 

Coalición Galega, 2 deputies.252 These elections were the beginning of a 

period of important change at the global level in Galicia. For instance, the 

image of the region both at the national and international level was 

transformed.253 Moreover, important investment in infrastructure took place, 

and support for the regional business net was also promoted. 

Within the activities and changes of the II legislative period, a new reform 

of to the main regional legislation on social services was undertaken. At first 

sight, this fact might be considered surprising, given the brief period since the 

approval of the previous law, less than six years. This situation is unlike what 

happened in the approval of most second-generation laws. In general, a 

longer period of time elapsed between the first and second reforms. 

Consequently, it is not possible to refer in this case to meaningful changes 

between the approval of the law on social services in 1987, and the moment 

the new government’s proposal for reform appeared. In March 1990, the 

Regional Minister of Work and Social Services made reference to the initiative of 

reforming the 1987 legislation. This idea materialised in the presentation of the 

                                                 
252 http://www.parlamentodegalicia.com/contenido/GAL/pags/composicions.htm 
253 For example, the regional president did 22 travels abroad, just behind the Catalan one, with 27. These 
activities of the Galician president were related with the celebration in July 1992 of the European 
Assembly of Regions in Galicia, for which presidency the Galician and Catalan presidents competed, 
with the victory of the latest (Blanco, 1993: 154). 
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project of law to the Regional Parliament in December 1991. However, before 

analysing more in depth this second reform process, it is worth reviewing the 

general policy situation and the main policy ideas put forward both by the 

coalition and the PP government during this period. 

Regarding the organisation of social services during the coalition 

government, it is possible to mention the reorganisation of the organic structure 

of the Regional Ministry in charge of social services, which was called the 

Regional Ministry of Work and Social Welfare. The Ministry was headed by Mr 

Martínez Losada and was composed of a General Technical Secretariat and 

three General Directions (Work, Social Assistance and Social Action). Under the 

PP government, a Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services was created. 

This was the first time that the term social services had appeared in the name of 

a Regional Ministry. The Ministry was composed of a General Direction of Work, 

Employment Promotion, a General Direction of Social Services, a Technical 

Secretariat, Organos Colegiados and Provincial Delegations.254 In 1993, after 

the approval of the law on social services, the organic structure of the Xunta 

was again modified. Social services were divided up between the Regional 

Ministry of Health and Social Services (elderly, disabled and community social 

services) and the Regional Ministry of Family, Women and Youth (family, minors, 

youth, ethnic minorities, women and occupational training) (Méndez et al., 

2003: 967). 

During this period, as in Asturias, there was an important increase in the 

number and breadth of services provided. In this regard, the year 1988 can be 

considered as key, in terms of the organisation and definition of social services 

in Galicia. First, the initial steps taken in implementing the law on social services 

were to unify and systematise all work related with social action and to define 

two main levels of action (communitarian and specialised). Second, the 

Concerted Plan providing economic resources for the establishment and 

maintenance of community services was implemented. It is worth flagging up 

again the role played by this Plan in the development of the net of basic 

                                                 
254 Decreto 181/1990, de 1 de marzo, de estructura y funciones de la Consejería de Trabajo y Servicios 
Sociales. 
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services, which contributed in only a few years to covering almost 100% of the 

regional population. Third, a Map of Resources for Galicia was elaborated.255 

However, the results of this Map did not give reason for optimism with 

regard to the state of affairs of social services policy at the time (Muñiz de las 

Cuevas, 1996: 75-77). I refer here not only to the number and reach of these 

services, but also, and particularly, to their characteristics. For instance, the 

Map reported the existence of a discontinuity in services due to a lack of 

funding, particularly grants received from the regional government, variation 

and shortage in the number of professionals, and that a 14% of municipalities 

did not count yet with basic primary services. The participation of professionals, 

not social workers, was a mere anecdote and technical support did not exist. In 

most cases, infrastructure and equipment was precarious, social workers had to 

share offices and material, and often there was no administrative support. As a 

consequence, they had to carry out administrative tasks themselves, and use 

their own cars due to the lack of official ones.256 

In addition, organic dependency in terms of the area of the municipality 

in charge of social services was quite diverse between local governments. 

However, the most important issue was the lack of functional relation between 

services that were the responsibility of the municipality and the accessory role 

accorded to social services within them. The Map also described how 

community social services devoted two thirds of their work to information 

provision, and the management of pension claims. Home help, which had 

started to be provided with very few resources and means in 1985, was not 

regulated until 1987. However, the remaining programmes could not be 

considered as fully operative. In addition, in the big cities the higher numbers of 

social workers were neutralised by the number of inhabitants they had cover, 

and the complexity of problems faced. 

As a result, this situation posed great difficulties to the achievement of 

the aims and functions foreseen by the law of 1987 and other additional 

regulations. However, it is arguable that these regulations were in many cases 

declarations of principles with low practical value. Therefore, and despite the 

fact that this data corresponds to the mid-80’s, it is arguable that the inherited 

                                                 
255 This Map analysed the situation of social action in Galicia, its sectorial characteristics, existing 
resources, economic and demographic analysis, etc (Obradoiro de Sociología, 1988). 
256 This situation still applies in some places today. 
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policy shaped and would shape the development and implementation of 

social services policy. However, and despite the attempts by the Popular and 

the coalition government to transform and develop new policy ideas, real 

change and a break with previous policy was not that easy to achieve. 

 

2.2 Main Policy Ideas  

Initial responsibility for the implementation of the law of 1987 fell to the 

coalition government, which took office in the autumn of 1987. The most 

important ideas developed by this government included the previously 

mentioned PSOE’s proposals, that is, those included in their electoral 

programme for 1985 and the arguments raised in the presentation of their 

project of law and those of the right wing government. 

As regards the more concrete objectives of the coalition government, 

the presentation of the programme of government by the Minister of Work and 

Social Welfare before the Commission of Health, Social Policy and 

Employment257 provided some hints.258 In the first place, it should be underlined 

that he mentioned specific groups, such as women and children, but did not 

include the elderly. At the same time, the Regional Minister remarked upon a 

general desire to see an increase in resources on the basis of the results 

obtained by the Map of Social Resources.  

The changes proposed by this government implied a deep shift in the 

conception and implementation of social services and can be summarised in 

four main aspects (Muñiz de las Cuevas, 1996). First, community social services 

were considered to be the backbone of social services and a general point of 

reference. Second, the creation of a unique, integrated and harmonic net of 

social services was envisaged from a territorial point of view. Third, it was 

proposed to fight poverty and social marginalisation through the 

implementation of mechanisms of integration, including social participation. 

Fourth, an increase in the dignity of social services and in their social 

consideration was foreseen as a basic element of economic and social 

development. 

                                                 
257 The Galician Parliament does not publish the Commission’s debates or reports. The following 
information has been transcribed on request. 
258 Comparecencia del Excelentísimo Señor Consejero de Trabajo y Servicios Sociales, Manuel Pérez, 
para informar sobre su programa de gobierno. Acta de reunión celebrada por la Comisión V Sanidad, 
Política Social y Empleo. Parlamento de Galicia. 22-3-1990 (unpublished document). 
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In 1990, most of these actions, particularly those concerning the territorial 

organisation of services were paralysed when the PP won the regional 

elections. The programme of the PP for the legislative period 1990-1993 

included similar objectives to those previously mentioned, but also incorporated 

new areas of action, new problems to be answered (i.e. ageing), and the 

initiative for reform of social services legislation. In this respect, and contrary to 

the approach in 1987, the government made extensive reference to social 

services in the presentation of its programme for the III legislative period (DSPG, 

1990).   

Moreover, it is worth underlining how the candidate also made 

reference to the ageing population as a main feature of Galician society. In 

fact, this was the first clear and explicit reference to ageing problems of its kind 

in official documentation. Consequently, it is possible to argue that the 

government perceived and was aware of the problems posed by an ageing 

population in the region.259 In addition, it is worth mentioning that the Minister in 

charge of Social Services suggested policy in this area would be informed by 

the principles of reduction of public expenditure, administrative 

decentralisation, and that of bringing services closer to users.  

Regarding social services policy, the candidate presented some points 

as fundamental. First, he suggested that the development of primary and 

specialised services should be encouraged. Second, that special emphasis 

should also be placed on the relation between social and health services. The 

desire to introduce specific coordination between social and health services 

once transfers from the National Institute of Health (INSALUD) had been 

completed was announced. Third, a major objective was to bring the entities in 

charge of service provision as close as possible to users. According to the 

government, this required a redistribution of responsibilities and functions 

between the regional, provincial and municipal administrations. Indeed, this 

would constitute one of the main objectives of the reform of 1993. 

Within these objectives, some concrete measures concerning policies for 

the elderly were also envisaged. First, the development of the policy of centres 

that aimed: a) to elaborate norms for the accreditation of private centres, 

clearly define the conditions to be fulfilled before opening new centres, and 
                                                 
259 In 1991 those over 65 already represented 16.4% of the total population in Galicia (Méndez et al., 
2003: 956). 
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their structural characteristics and equipment; b) to regulate the organisation 

and functioning of public centres, which in many cases were functioning with 

unclear rules, which had not been updated since the region received the 

transfer of these services; c) to implement a plan for the creation of new 

centres for different social groups in order to cover existing social needs.  

Second, the development of a specific policy for the elderly, in order to 

promote home help as a basic benefit through the Concerted Plan, but also in 

order to contract out to private institutions. In addition, cultural, leisure, socio-

educative, welfare actions and intergenerational activities were to be 

promoted with the objective of encouraging the social integration of the 

elderly into society and social life. Concerning centres for the elderly, they 

aimed to promote mixed residential homes, homes and clubs, and other 

alternative services such as sheltered housing, tutelage-housing and temporary 

stay programmes in order to help both users and their families. All in all, these 

objectives aimed to promote the criteria of openness, and that of ageing at 

home. Thus, the intention was to review the existing programmes and 

techniques used to date and benefit from the experiences of other surrounding 

countries. 

In other social areas, the Law 1/1989 regulating the creation of the 

Galician Service of Health (SERGAS) was passed in 1989. The SERGAS is a unique 

and autonomous body ascribed to the Regional Minister of Health, which is in 

charge of the management of health services in Galicia and coordination with 

other health regimes throughout the country. In 1989, the sanitary map of 

Galicia,260 which had been approved in 1984, was also revised. The transfer of 

the functions and services of the INSALUD was carried out in 1990,261 these 

functions being finally assumed in 1991.262 

Moreover, in 1991, as in other Spanish regions during this period, a law 

regulating minimum income programmes was approved.263 In this respect, it is 

worth mentioning that the unions, Caritas, professional organisations and 

opposition parties pushed for the implementation of these programmes. In the 

                                                 
260 Real Decreto 55/1989, de 5 de abril, por el que se aprueba el Mapa Sanitario de Galicia. 
261 Real Decreto 1679/1990, de 28 de diciembre, de traspaso de funciones y servicios del Instituto 
Nacional de la Salud. 
262 Decreto 16/1991, de 11 de enero, por el que la Comunidad Autónoma Gallega asume el traspaso y las 
funciones del Instituto Nacional de la Salud. 
263 Ley 9/1991, de 9 de octubre, gallega de Medidas Básicas para la Inserción Social. This law is 
commonly known as RISGA. 
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end, these lobbying efforts and the regulation of these programmes by other 

Spanish regions convinced the regional government to approve the new 

law.264 This law came into force in 1992 and implemented the Income of Social 

Integration of Galicia (RISGA) and aid in social emergencies. Its aim was to 

provide economic support as a tool for social insertion. In addition to these new 

sources of aid, social emergency aids from the Regional Ministry of Presidency 

and Public Administration, which covered basic needs, were also maintained.  

 

3. MAIN OBJECTIVES AND PHILOSOPHY OF THE REFORM 

In the previous section we saw how attempts to improve and develop 

social services were undertaken. At the same time, concrete social issues, such 

as population ageing, began to be considered problems requiring a public 

response. As I mentioned in previous chapters, one of the main aspects in the 

analysis of these reforms is their point of departure. In this case, in contrast to 

1987, the reform process did not start from a lack of legislative framework and 

almost non-developed policy. In fact, in this section we will see that the key 

issues in the rationale of the reform pertained to the adaptation and updating 

of the previous legislative framework, the decentralisation of services towards 

the local level, and a shift vis-à-vis the role given to private initiatives.  

One of the first issues that surprises at first glance in the analysis of this 

reform is the reason(s) that led the regional government to undertake reform of 

social services legislation so quickly. In all the regions in which a second round 

of reforms was accomplished the period of time between reforms has generally 

been approximately a decade.265 At the same time, the motives behind these 

reforms were mainly related to changes which operated in society, and the 

need to adapt the legislation to these changes due to the period of time that 

had elapsed.266 That is, the aim was to adapt the legislation to a different social 

reality, but also, to a different administration which had had a certain period of 

time to implement and develop previously foreseen objectives. This reasoning 

also applies with regard to the discovery of implementation problems when first 

accomplishing tasks foreseen by the first round of reforms. In other words, the 

                                                 
264 Extensive references on this issue can be found in Arriba (1999). 
265 Basque Country, 1982 and 1996; Catalonia, 1985 and 1994; C. Valenciana, 1989 and 1997; Asturias, 
1987 and 2003; Madrid, 1984 and 2003. 
266 It is important to signal that prior to reform deficiencies and modifications of “first-generation laws” 
were mainly done by orders and/or legislative decrees.  
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second reforms often came about because of the existence of a process of 

internal learning within the administration combined with overall changes both 

at the societal and institutional level. 

Although these factors appeared partially in the rationale of the project 

of law presented by the Galician regional government, they did not fit clearly in 

this case. Consequently, when trying to understand the main motivations for 

undertaking this second reform, it is important to look further than the 

explanation of changes in social reality or obsolescence of previous legislation. 

The incorporation into a chain process of approval of regional legislation on 

social services did not apply during this period, as had been the case in 1987. 

No other Spanish region was facing a reform process concerning the basic 

legislation on social services during these years. At the same time, Galicia was 

the first Spanish region to accomplish a second reform of this kind.  

Moreover, if we analyse the most important motivations mentioned in 

the presentation of the project by the Regional Minister of Work and Social 

Services they were related, among other things, to two of the main points of 

conflict that had arisen between political groups in the reform of 1987 (DSPG, 

1992). These were the decentralisation of services towards the local level and 

the role given to the private sector, particularly for-profit, in the provision of 

services. Regarding the first, in the presentation of the programme of 

government for this legislative period the candidate mentioned 

decentralisation and the joint of nearby municipalities for administrative 

purposes (comarcalización) as the main objectives of the regional programme 

of government. These are related to a process historically deriving from 

“galleguismo”.267 This process has its legal foundations in the recognition by the 

Statute of Autonomy of local government areas (comarcas) as the local entity 

characteristic of Galicia, but also, in the claims of administrative reorganisation 

and devolution of responsibilities to local government areas (Vilas and Bastos, 

1997).268 

As far as the second is concerned, both the recognition and praise of 

social initiatives and the avoidance of full state-control and bureaucratisation 

                                                 
267  The “galleguismo” is a political ideology of nationalist type which has among its objectives the 
defence of Galicia through the creation of own institutions. 
268 With this aim, several foundations for the development of local government areas had been created. A 
law regulating local administration in Galicia was approved in 1997 (Ley 117/1997, de 23 de abril, de la 
administración local). 
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had been guiding landmarks in the policy of AP/PP throughout the period 

discussed. In addition, the principles guiding the new concept of solidarity, 

already mentioned in the historical chapter, supported the mobilisation of any 

public or private resources, in this case the for-profit initiative. The introduction 

and recognition of the for-profit initiative was also related to austerity, 

effectiveness, the development of a new administration, and the desire to 

keep up with Europe. These factors were also among the core aims for this 

legislative period. These objectives, in principle, indicate that reform on social 

services was part of a global project of change and development in the 

regional administration promoted by the PP, rather than based on social needs. 

Last but not least, it is worth mentioning that during this period the debate 

about the “Single Administration” started to be promoted within the region by 

the Galician regional president. 

Consequently, it seems possible to refer here to an individual initiative 

and to an idea that emerged within the new regional government. The main 

arguments supporting the reform were the following: the belief that previous 

legislation had been born of a weak government,269 the existence of important 

deficiencies with respect to the reality to be regulated, and the presence of 

limitations, in some cases of definition, in the previous text that required 

resolution.  

These limitations were mainly related to the following aspects: the 

conceptualisation of content, the attribution of responsibilities, the disciplinary 

and fines regime, the organisation of voluntary sector providers, and global 

control of the system. In relation to these issues, and from the government’s 

point of view, the revision of these limitations was of such depth and reach that 

it surpassed the possibilities of partial reforms, requiring instead a new law. In 

addition, consciousness of how the rural structure of the region shaped the 

organisation and development of services had reached a high point. However, 

this nonetheless constituted a constraint on reform.  

 

“In the minds of the new Regional Ministry team, the previous law 
was the product of a weak government and displayed important 
deficiencies. One of them was that responsibilities were held by the 
regional administration and the execution of (…) base and then 
there was a global grant negotiated every year and that 

                                                 
269 In 1987 the Popular Group governed in minority. 
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produced a lot of friction and conflicts. This global grant was 
intended to fund community services in the municipalities. This was 
a bad situation and we wanted to change it. Therefore, what 
happened is that we had the illusion of something foreseen by the 
previous law but never developed (not even today). This illusion 
involved trying to send to the municipalities a great volume, and a 
great number of social services. This change was considered 
reasonable because we thought there was no justification 
provided by the regional administration (Santiago) as to why they 
should manage municipal services. Moreover, at that time, 
transfers of resources for social services had increased and we 
thought it would be possible to accomplish this change. That was 
the basic idea of the law. Obviously, it is something else entirely 
that we didn’t manage to achieve/succeed on it.270  

 

Hence, a key point here would be once again how the government 

carried out a concrete analysis and interpretation of the existing situation and 

decided to reform it. In this respect, the principal ideas of the reform were the 

reorganisation of functions between the regional and the local administration 

and the incorporation of for-profit initiatives in the provision of services. That is, 

the central emphasis was placed on the will to reform institutional and 

organisational aspects that were perceived as wrong or inadequate, and, not 

on existing or perceived social needs. 

In addition, and contrary to 1987, there was no emphasis on one of the 

main arguments for the first reforms, namely the exclusive regional responsibility 

for social services. On the contrary, now the objective was to do with the 

consolidation and strengthening of regional government’s role as a more 

experienced and consolidated policy actor. In other words, the responsibilities 

that the regional government had wished to reinforce and benefit from in the 

first reform were no longer in question, that is, the responsibilities had been 

assumed as their own. The main goal now was their consolidation, 

development and use regarding the development of social services policy or 

any other policy. 

Contrary to 1987, the need for reform was widely contested by the 

opposition. From their point of view, the new law was not only unnecessary, but 

the short period of time allowed for the implementation of the previous law was 

understood to be insufficient.  

                                                 
270 Interview with General Technical Director-Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 
1990-1991). Regional Minister of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 1991-1993). 
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“I firmly believe that this law is not obsolete! I also think that it has 
not been developed and applied to its full potential and that you 
are trying to modify it when we don’t yet know the results of its 
application” Mr Sánchez Castiñeiras (Coalición Galega) (DSPG, 
1992:685) 
 
“This is an unnecessary law, that in intending to correct the previous 
one, only complicates it more. The time wasted on its elaboration 
would be better expended on developing the actual law on the 
basis of the practice accumulated during the years it has been 
functioning” Mr Rodríguez Feixoo (Bloque Nacionalista Galego) 
(DSPG, 1992:692) 
 
Another important criticism that created debate was in relation to the 

way in which decentralisation towards the local level was articulated. As, at 

the same time it was suggested that municipalities of less than 20,000 

inhabitants which decided to create municipal associations for the 

development of social services would be required to devote a minimum of 4% 

of their budget. However, these criticisms by the opposition appeared 

contradictory. In the reform of 1987, the PSOE and Esquerda Galega had 

demanded decentralisation towards the local level and had criticised the 

government for limiting the role of local administration. Yet, in this reform, they 

were against what they had previously claimed.  

Moreover, and once again, the role accorded to private initiatives 

brought hard criticism from the opposition. This can be considered as one of 

the strongest, if not the strongest, points of conflict between the government 

and the opposition. Regional newspapers reported this clash of opinions. “The 

opposition will also defend the return to a Government of the law, signalling, 

among other things, the private character of the initiative”.271 “The opposition 

accuses the Xunta of privatising social services (…). Unanimously, all political 

parties considered the law regressive in comparison with that of 1987”.272  “The 

opposition criticised the fact that the “Populars” considered the possibility of 

creating private for-profit companies for the provision of social benefits”.273 

Therefore, on this occasion, it was not the greater or lesser role given to 

private initiatives which caused the main confrontation, but the inclusion and 

recognition of for-profit initiatives. For-profit was recognised and promoted for 
                                                 
271 El Correo Gallego. 24-3-1992 
272 La Voz de Galicia. 10-2-1993  
273 El Correo Gallego. 11-2-1992 
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their investments, but not for the provision of services. Finally, an aspect 

criticised again by Esquerda Galega was the lack of guarantee of social rights 

to social services by the new law, as mentioned in the first section of this 

chapter. 274  
  

“I am convinced that this is the bigger debate that permanently 
divides the left and the right, and I believe that deep inside there is 
confusion and there is a concrete interest by those who maintain this, 
and the public function may be active even when there are people 
who do not agree with using the private sector. Can I say that public 
services function better than private services?, surely not. This is an 
old debate that I believe it starts from philosophic conceptions and I 
would wage that nowadays no one defends one position or the 
other with the same strength as in 1990. Nowadays, a socialist 
government is able to privatise many public services, just as a right-
wing government. And if you go further and even those parameters 
sometimes are not everything that requires measurement… In all 
countries the revolution of the public sector is considered a 
programme of government” 275 

 

“What is most “acute” for us is (….) the recognition of for-profit 
initiatives. Now it seems that the Government wants people to profit 
from those most in need, from the menesterosos,276 a new 
exploitation... Then, what happens will happen (…), that is, 
inspections will not function, controls will not function, no bodies will 
control the management of these bodies, and then, what happens, 
happens. Now we know that it is a good deal to establish social 
services institutions that the Xunta is going to pay, and from which we 
will benefit. I think it is completely regressive, opposed to any idea we 
have of a social vision and, particularly, from any situation in which 
individual social rights are recognised.” Mr Sánchez Castiñeiras 
(Coalición Galega) (DSPG, 1992; 685-6) 

 

4. CONSULTATION PROCESS AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

The previous section has provided us with an outline of the principal 

motivations and ideas behind this reform. These were the reorganisation of 

functions between the regional and local administration, the updating and 

completing of previous policy, and/or the incorporation of for-profit initiatives in 

explicit terms. In this section, I investigate the characteristics of the consultation 

process and public debate on this issue. The analysis of this section will confirm 

again the importance of political promotion in parallel with technical 
                                                 
274 Esquerda Galega raised the same critique before the approval of the law of 1987. 
275 Interview with General Technical Director-Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 
1990-1991). Regional Minister of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 1991-1993). 
276 As argued, this is a common term used in Spain to refer to poor people. 
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elaboration as the main backbone and engine within the policy-making 

process. 

Contrary to the reform of 1987, during the period in which the new law 

was elaborated, participation mechanism already existed. For instance, 

following what had been foreseen by the law of 1987, the Galician Council of 

Social Services had been created. However, its operability, according to the 

former Regional Minister, was very limited, with no annual meetings, or at most 

one per year. In any case, consultation with professionals (social workers) also 

took place, yet these were generally not taken into consideration.277 

Regarding the participation and implication of the associative 

movement and social partners, this happened mainly through informal 

channels. Each one worked on its own programme or activities, and only in 

case of need, did they contact the administration to make concrete claims or 

ask for information. In this respect, it is possible to argue that this modus 

operandi, much as the operability and influence of the Council of Social 

Services, has not changed much over the years. 
 

“Participation? Nowadays, there is no participation and the 
operability of the Consultative Council is not good. We are trying to 
work on some general measures, but as a question of real need!” 278 

 
In relation to this, we should not think of the lack of activity or 

“movement” on these issues. For instance, the Galician Association of the 

Elderly was, and is, an active group making claims with regard to the needs of 

this population group, and also organising activities. Moreover, as in the case 

of Asturias, the role of Caritas can be considered important in terms of the 

recognition and coverage of empty holes left by other sectors or institutions.279 

Also, the Foundation S. Rosendo created in 1992 plays an important role in the 

provision of services, mainly for the elderly.280 

Despite this, it is possible to argue that when this reform took place, there 

was still removal, lack of interest and lack of information on the part of the 

general public on these issues. In 1993, for example, most of the Galician 

                                                 
277 Interview with General Technical Director-Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 
1990-1991). Regional Minister of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 1991-1993). 
278 Interview with Social Policy Secretariat. CCOO-Galicia. 
279 Note for instance, that Caritas was the first to implement a home help programme in a rural and 
isolated area in Lugo (Galicia). 
280 For detailed information see: http://www.fundacionsanrosendo.com 
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population did not know about the existence of economic payments for social 

emergency situations implemented in 1992, that is, of minimum income 

programmes.281 This is particularly symptomatic given the important debate on 

this issue and the visibility approval gained across the country. Consequently, 

this situation can be made extended to other services or programmes.  

It was in this context that political promotion and technical elaboration 

again played a key role in the policy-making process leading up to this reform. 

Major political positions within the Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services 

were held by experts not in social services as such, but in the social area. For 

instance, the Regional Minister was a work inspector. The General Technical 

Director, who ended up occupying the post of Regional Minister in 1993, was a 

civil servant from the Social Security. The General Director of Work was a work 

inspector.  

Moreover, it is important to signal here that at this time these individuals, 

but also those working in the regional administration, already had more 

experience in terms of the functioning of social services. Namely, what worked 

and what did not work, and what was more or less difficult to implement in 

Galicia. Therefore, evaluation on specific issues was provided by those who 

had worked in the management and implementation of the law. In other 

words, a process of internal/governmental learning based on previous 

experience applied here. 
 

“The law was mainly done from inside and it was done with civil 
servants of the regional administration, and on the basis of previous 
experience. First, we analysed all the laws and we discussed 
whether they were convenient or not. In this step, the criticism of 
previous activities and points included in the previous law was 
crucial. All this came from the evaluations of civil servants who had 
managed the law” 282 
 
Concerning consultation, exchange of information, and relations with 

central government, no specific action was taken. This coheres with the fact 

that regional responsibilities were maximal at this time. Moreover, they did not 

establish direct contact with other regions as had been the case during the 

                                                 
281 El Correo Gallego. 9-2-1993. 
282 Interview with Gil Sotres, JA. General Technical Director-Regional Ministry of Work and Social 
Services (Galicia, 1990-1991). Regional Minister of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 1991-1993). 
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elaboration and implementation of the law regulating the minimum income 

programme.  
 

“In relation to consultation and exchange of information and 
relations with central government, we did not take any specific 
action, given that at that time we had full responsibility in the area. In 
the case of the RISGA we had direct contact with other regions, 
though not in an official way. Later in the evaluation of the RISGA 
Catalan and Basque companies worked for us. In social services we 
have always been free riders to some extent. There was no such 
proximity… and during that period the PP governed few Spanish 
Regions. We were near Castilla-León, but given that the design there 
is completely different and that they did not have a strong 
autonomous structure (…). Their structure is more provincial than ours, 
and there have never been collaboration or common study 
groups”283 
 

In any case, it may be considered “surprising” that Catalonia was 

mentioned again as a model of reference. Not only with regard to social 

services, but also, in terms of its structure of local government areas. It is 

important to remember that decentralisation to the local level was one of the 

key motivations behind this reform. To this can be added that Catalonia was 

considered among the most advanced regions in the country. At the same 

time, the government recognised that the fact of being the first in Spain to 

reform their law on social services allowed them to benefit from and analyse 

what had been done in other parts of the country. It seems though that 

learning from others and imitation as a need appears as a normal stage of the 

decision-making process. 
 

“I think that insofar as social services are concerned the model has 
always been Catalonia. I think that Catalonia has had a more rational 
and structured vision, and social services and consultation with the 
Catalan model was obligatory. Our law, though very similar to the 
Catalan law, went still further. They told us that our law was the best 
law at the time. It was the last one to be approved and it benefited 
from the contributions of others, and a relative advantage and even 
the comarcalisation284 model was something that was working, for 
better or for worse, in Catalonia, but…Galicia had a population of 
one million eight hundred people, 313 or 314 municipalities, and 

                                                 
283 See the previous note. 
284 As argued, this term means the joint of nearby municipalities for administrative purposes. 
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municipalities were unable to manage an operative minimum that 
worked on social services” 285 

 

Consequently, it is possible to refer again to a concrete political idea as 

the central feature of the policy-making process. This idea was elaborated with 

the help of experts in regional administration on the basis of their understanding 

and perception of social reality, the institutional situation and their previous 

experience. To this we can add, that the short period of time elapsed since the 

previous reform contributed to maintaining results similar to those of the reform 

of 1987. 

 

5. MAIN DEVELOPMENT DURING 1993-2003: TOWARDS A CONSOLIDATION AND 

EXPANSION OF SOCIAL SERVICES? 

As argued in the introduction to this chapter, this last section investigates 

policy development since the end of the reform up until the year 2003. With this 

aim, first I analyse the political context and general organisation of social 

services. Second, I investigate the importance of the family, its incorporation 

into the main social policy discourse and the introduction of the new concept 

of solidarity. In this respect, I also analyse the promotion of private initiatives. 

Third, I report the increasing awareness of demographic changes due to 

ageing populations both in Spain in general and in Galicia in particular and the 

action taken on this issue.286 Lastly, I outline both the expansion of traditional 

services for the elderly and the incorporation of new ones. 

This will allow us to see how the most important features characterising 

evolution during this time-period in the historical chapter also appear here. 

Thus, it is possible to refer to the rising importance placed on ageing and care 

issues and its growing consideration as a problem. This was matched by 

continuity in traditional actions and the incorporation of new and innovative 

services and programmes. This analysis also proves how regional governments 

have continued and consolidated their action on these policies despite their 

lack of visibility at the national level. Nevertheless, the influence of National 

Plans such as the Old-Age Plan should not be overlooked. At the same time, we 
                                                 
285 Interview with Gil Sotres, JA. General Technical Director-Regional Ministry of Work and Social 
Services (Galicia, 1990-1991). Regional Minister of Work and Social Services (Galicia, 1991-1993). 
286 According to the revision done in 1999 of the Padrón Municipal de Habitantes of 1996, the 
percentage of the population aged 65+ in Galicia was 19.79%, and in the provinces of Lugo and Orense, 
26.17% and 16.7% respectively. The percentage of the population aged 65+ in Spain was 16.76%. 
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will appreciate how the parallel goals of mobilising any public and private 

resources and avoiding bureaucratisation were the principal guidelines in 

policy development for the PP. 

 

5.1 Political Context and Organisation 

 This period covers the IV, V and VI legislative periods lasting respectively 

from the 17th November 1993 until 27th August 1997, 18th November 1997 until 

27th August 2001, and 20th November 2001 to 2004. During this time three 

regional elections took place, each of which consolidated the position of the 

PP as the majority party in Galicia. The concrete results were the following.287 

The elections of 17th October 1993 (IV legislative period), constituted an 

important change in the configuration of the electoral situation in Galicia. The 

PP won the elections with an absolute majority, 43 deputies, followed by the 

PSG-PSOE, 19 deputies, and the Bloque Nacionalista Galego (BNG), 13 

deputies. Given these results, it is worth mentioning the consolidation of the 

majority of the PP, the reduction in the number of parties as compared with 

previous legislative periods, the spectacular increase in the score of the BNG, 

from 5 deputies in 1989 to 13 in 1993, and the decrease of the PSOE, from 28 

deputies in 1989 to 19 deputies in 1993.288 The elections of the 19th October 

1997 (V legislative period), consolidated the absolute majority of the PP. One of 

the consequences of these elections was the spectacular increase of the BNG. 

This provoked the substitution of the PSOE by the BNG as the main opposition 

party. The results were the following: PP, 42 deputies; BNG, 18 deputies; PSOE, 15 

deputies.  

The elections of 2001 (VI legislative period) did not constitute an 

important change in terms of party representation. The PP kept its absolute 

majority and the PSOE and the BNG obtained the same number of deputies as 

the two main parties of the opposition. The results of the elections were the 

following: PP, 41 deputies, PSOE, 17 deputies, BNG, 17 deputies. The principal 

conclusion we can infer from these results is the consolidation of the PP as main 

party in Galicia. This position has also been reinforced since 1996 when the PP 

won the national elections. In addition, it is also worth mentioning the 

                                                 
287 http://www.parlamentodegalicia.com/contenido/GAL/pags/composicions.htm 
288 For an extensive analysis of these elections see Goig Martínez (1995). 
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consolidation of the nationalist vote, by the BNG, which attained the same 

number of deputies as the PSOE in the Regional Parliament.  

In December 1993, the Regional Ministry of Work and Social Services 

disappeared and social services where distributed between different Regional 

Ministers. The Regional Ministry of Health and Social Services assumed different 

responsibilities for social services integrated in the General Direction of Social 

Services. These responsibilities were mostly in the areas of primary and 

specialised services for the elderly and the disabled, poverty, and social 

exclusion. From 1993 until 2001, social services continued to be integrated within 

the same Regional Ministry as health services. In 2001, there was a new 

reorganisation of the structure of the regional government and a Regional 

Ministry of Social Affairs was created.289 However it only lasted a short period of 

time, entailing one of the last reorganisations of social services policy, that is, 

their inclusion within the Regional Ministry of Social Affairs, Employment and 

Labour Relations.290 

Territorial organisation of services has also been an important issue within 

service organisation and delivery. I mentioned earlier that one of the main 

characteristics of Galicia was the predominance of small, scattered, and lowly 

populated municipalities. At the same time, during the approval of the 1987 

and 1993 laws, decentralisation and the handover of certain responsibilities to 

lower levels of government were central issues of discussion. In fact, one of the 

core motivations for the reform of 1993 was the idea of giving more power to 

the local level, and devolving a certain number of services and responsibilities. 

In this respect, the law of 1993 had a strong municipal character. Among the 

functions attributed to municipalities was the creation and management of 

primary social services and specialised services at the local level. Moreover, the 

first transitory disposition of the law arranged the regulatory process for the 

transfer of personnel and equipment. In this respect, particularly since 1991, 

several decrees and annual delegations of responsibility have taken place. In 

addition, transfers towards the local level were not only an objective for the 

government, but also for other political parties (i.e. the PSOE). 

                                                 
289 Decreto 402/2001, de 28 de diciembre, por el que se establece la estructura orgánica de la Consejería 
de Asuntos Sociales  
290 Decreto 8/2003, de 18 de enero, por el que se modifica la estructura orgánica de la Xunta de Galicia. 
Decreto 23/2003, de 20 de enero, por el que se fija la estructura orgánica de los departamentos de la 
Xunta de Galicia 
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5.2 Social Services Policy 

 

Family and the new concept of solidarity 

References to the family started to appear more clearly in the political 

discourse in Galicia during the early 90’s. For instance, in the electoral 

programme of the PP for the regional elections of 1993 family issues appeared 

as one of its core objectives. At the same time, other policies such as those for 

the elderly and disabled were included as well (PP, 1994). This was not an 

isolated case. Discourse concerning family and family policies had also started 

to increase throughout the whole country at this time. As I mentioned in the 

historical chapter, the use of the new solidarity concept was introduced by the 

PP during the 90’s, and was reflected in its electoral programmes and policy 

both at the national and regional levels. 

As regards its application in Galicia, during the debate concerning the 

general policy of the region in 1999 and with the title: “Family. Social policy: 

towards a welfare society”, the regional president made clear reference to the 

idea of solidarity and how he wished to see it implemented in Galicia. Not only 

that, but he also expressed the idea of modernisation of social policy. 

Moreover, and once again, society was asked for greater participation and an 

increase in personal responsibility. The idea that the State should provide for 

any contingency was rejected, leaving an important welfare role to the family. 

This discourse can be inserted within the framework of social efficiency and 

avoidance of full bureaucratisation, which had also been one of the main 

principles promoted by the reforms processes of the PP/AP in Galicia. 

 

“The challenge we face at the end of the century in Galicia is the 
modernisation of social policies with the aim of sustaining the 
fundamental values of the future European social model. If we want 
to guarantee the survival of the welfare state, we have to rely on 
higher participation by civil society that will reinforce the values of 
personal responsibility, but also, and primarily, on real participation 
that avoids any kind of fraud. In fact, one of the reasons why this wide 
and complex concept is questioned is because of the lacking sense 
of responsibility and personal initiative among citizens with sufficient 
resources. He/she is used to the fact that the State provides for any 
contingency, claiming (from the state) the maximum number of 
benefits (…). When we hear about children, martyrs or the 
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abandoned elderly, it is good to remember that there is not only a 
pure and bureaucratic solution” Mr Fraga Iribarne, Regional President 
(DSPG, 1999:5536) 
 

In addition, initiatives aimed at providing family support have been 

developed through concrete measures such as the Plan for Family Support or 

the Regional Equal Opportunities Plan. Moreover, the application of the 

subsidiarity principle was clearly expressed within the guidelines of concrete 

policies such as the Galician Plan on the Elderly 2001-2006. All in all, both these 

measures and arguments perfectly support and may be linked to the main 

ideas and principles promoted by the PP during both reform processes. 

 

Private initiative 

In relation to the new concept of solidarity, but also to the focal ideas 

promoted by the reforms, it is important to refer to different measures and 

actions regarding private initiatives (non-profit and for-profit). For-profit 

initiatives in service provision were introduced and recognised by the law of 

1993. Moreover, during the last few years, several measures have been 

introduced with respect to its promotion. Among them, it is worth mentioning 

two actions. First, the creation of multi-assistance centres for elderly 

dependants was promoted. Second, the implementation of a voucher scheme 

for elderly dependants291 was approved by the Council of Government in June 

2000.292 These measures not only aim to support the role of the private sector as 

a contributor to the expansion of services, but also to contribute to 

employment creation and dynamism in the business sector in Galicia. 

The creation of multi-assistance centres for the elderly has been 

integrated within the Galician Plan on the Elderly 2001-2006. It will be 

operationalised through agreements between the Galician Institute of 

Economic Promotion (IGAPE) and private initiatives. This action constitutes the 

establishment of aid for private initiatives to promote investment in the 

construction of residential centres, up to a total of 3,000 places. The IGAPE will 
                                                 
291 Programa de Atención a las Personas Mayores dependientes a través del cheque asistencial 
292 Decreto 176/2000, de 22 de junio, por el que se regula el programa de atención a las personas 
mayores a través del cheque asistencial. The regulation was completed by: Orden 5 de diciembre de 
2000, que regula las ayudas económicas para la atención de personas ancianas dependientes a través del 
cheque asistencial y la inclusión en el programa de entidades restadoras de servicios sociales. Orden 14 
mayo 2001, which modifies the Orden 5-12-2000, de ayudas para las personas mayores dependientes a 
través del cheque asistencial y la inclusión en el programa de las entidades prestadoras de servicios 
sociales. 
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give grants requiring no refund of 10% of the investment costs. The resources 

foreseen for this are 1,800 million pesetas between 2001 and 2006.  

Regarding the voucher programme, it comprises public individual 

economic payments to cover the care expenses for those aged 65+ and 

facing severe dependency.293 This programme aims to achieve the following 

objectives: better care and quality of life for elderly dependants through direct 

support for these persons or their families, stable employment creation in the 

area of social services, flexibility and freedom of choice for those in need of 

services, and, an increase in the quality of services supplied. Four different types 

of vouchers are included: residential, day centre, home help and temporary 

stays/respite care. 

The role played by non-profit organisations has increased considerably 

over the years and throughout the country. Thus, the traditional importance of 

these organisations in the provision of services is now promoted by the 

application of mixed welfare principles, that is, the combination of public and 

public resources in the provision of services. In this respect, both in the law of 

1987 and 1993, voluntary action was recognised and promoted on the basis of 

the important contribution of this sector to the development and provision of 

social services over the years.  

During the period currently analysed, the voluntary sector continued to 

receive public grants from the central and regional administrations for the 

development and provision of services, and the maintenance of these 

organisations. Along these lines, the National Plan on Voluntary Action 1997-

2000 and subsequent revisions, which regional governments helped to 

elaborate, has played an important role. Since this time, most regions, including 

Galicia, have signed framework agreements for the acquisition of a certain 

number of compromises related to the aims of the Plan.  

These agreements represented an important compromise for regions 

assuming new projects on voluntary action, and widened regional action in this 

area. Moreover, the Galician government also developed specific policy 

guidelines on the issue over the years. For instance, in 2000, a regional law on 

voluntary action was passed,294 and in 2002 a Regional Plan on Voluntary 

                                                 
293 Severe dependency is characterised by the need of a third person in order to perform the activities of 
daily living. 
294 Ley 3/2000, de 22 de diciembre, de voluntariado. 
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Action was launched for the period 2002-2005 (Xunta de Galicia, 2002a).295 In 

addition, several workshops and meetings have taken place, concerning the 

role and activities of the voluntary sector, informative brochures, or training 

courses for volunteers. 

 

The elderly and ageing 

The increasing importance given to demographic changes in Galicia 

cannot be considered surprising. As we saw in the historical chapter, during the 

90’s, the problems linked to an ageing population in Spain began to be 

recognised. Moreover, and as already mentioned, the social and political 

discourse became more visible and changed as well. An example was the 

recognition of the importance of informal care in the provision of care for 

dependants. Consequently, it is possible to refer to an extension and 

transformation of demand from implicit to explicit, primarily for policy-makers, 

but also for risk-bearers. In addition, we can refer to the situation of the elderly in 

certain aspects: the consolidation of the guarantee of economic well being 

through pensions, for example, as compared to the beginning of the 80’s. 

The first reference in this study to the problems of ageing populations in 

Galicia was found in the programme of government of 1990. Moreover, in the 

programme for the IV legislative period (1993-1997), the following was stated: 

“The Galician PP considers that the main current danger facing our society is 

the ageing of its population and low rates of fertility” (PP, 1994). In addition, as 

happened in the rest of the country, repeated and growing expressions of 

concern regarding ageing began to appear at different levels, affecting 

government, professionals and associations. In Galicia, we can find examples in 

the continuous creation of new residential homes, in the increase in the number 

of users of home help, in the creation and extension of different programmes 

dealing with both care and the social needs of the elderly. An increase in the 

number of reports and publications on the situation of the Galician elderly has 

taken place as well.296  

Concrete measures designed to cover social needs, and specifically the 

care needs, of the elderly, have been implemented as well. In chapter II, I 

                                                 
295 See: http://www.concienciasolidaria.com/gal/ for a detailed description of voluntary activities in 
Galicia. 
296 See for example, Valedor do Pobo (1994) and INEM (2000). 
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mentioned the scarce number of mechanisms for claiming certain rights or 

indeed responding to the needs of the elderly. Determined to solve the 

problems of defencelessness and under-protection of the elderly without family 

and legally incapacitated, the Foundation for the guardianship of the elderly 

was created (Fundación Gallega para la Tutela de Adultos) in 1996 by the 

Regional Ministry of Health and Social Services and the Regional Ministry on 

Family, Employment Promotion, Woman and Youth.297 Another aspect 

strengthened during this period was the participation of the elderly. In this 

respect, in the year 2000 and with the aim of extending participation of this 

population group, the Galician Council of the Elderly was created.298  

In the historical chapter, I mentioned the importance of the 

implementation of the National Plans, such as the Old-Age Plan.299 Their 

influence over the development of policies for the elderly across the whole 

country should not be underestimated. This was confirmed and supported by 

the Regional Minister of Health and Social Services in 1995 (DSPG, 1995: 5290-

92). The Regional Minister admitted active participation in the elaboration of 

the Plan. He also noted its consideration as part of Galicia’s own regional 

policy, and the desire to implement its guidelines in Galicia. Some of the 

problems concerning the implementation of the Plan were signalled, among 

them the most problematic being the lack of adequate funding, in terms of 

national funds received to achieve the objectives included in the Plan.  

The Old-Age Plan also encouraged the elaboration of similar regional 

plans. An example is the above mentioned Galician Plan on the Elderly 2001-

2006 (Xunta de Galicia, 2001). This Plan can be considered as one of the major 

initiatives implemented in the last few years in Galicia concerning the elderly, 

and would prove how regional governments had begun to develop their own 

programmes in parallel to the few existing national guidelines. The basic 

principles of the Galician Plan on the Elderly were in line with those proposed by 

the UN resolution 46/1991 in favour of the well-being of the elderly. These 

principles also informed the National Old-Age Plan: dignity, independency, self-

                                                 
297 Its main aim was the guardianship and juridical defence of the elderly, legally incapacitated, residents 
of Galicia, with no family, or suitable institution to protect them. The Foundation promotes the 
recuperation of the capacity of the elderly and their insertion in society. It also administers the patrimony 
of the elderly. Regarding the aims and activities of this Foundation, see 
http://www.xunta.es/conselle/index.htm 
298 Decreto 353/2000, de 5 de octubre, por el que se regula el Consejo Gallego de Personas Mayores. 
299 See historical chapter for extensive reference on this issue. 
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realisation, participation and care. In addition, cooperation, territorial equality 

and subsidiarity were also incorporated as central guiding principles.  

The total funding provided for the Plan during the period 2001-2006 was 

1,172 million Euro, of which 27,141 million pesetas constituted the new 

complementary budget for the execution of the Plan, strategic action and 

investment in the objectives of the Plan and construction of new residential 

homes. The rest was devoted to the maintenance of resources and existing 

programmes (72,002 million pesetas) and management of pensions and other 

economic payments (95,838 million pesetas).  

This Plan has four strategic areas. The first foresees the promotion and 

encouragement of ageing at home, with concrete activities such as the 

“elderly telephone”,300 leisure and socio-cultural programmes, and the 

extension of alarm systems, home help, and foster care. The second places 

emphasis on dependency issues, including as concrete objectives the 

development of the voucher programme, and the increase of the welfare net 

(residential homes and day centres) for the elderly.301 The third focuses on social 

co-responsibility (integration and participation), including the promotion of the 

activities of the Galician Council of the Elderly and voluntary actions by the 

elderly. The fourth was devoted to quality issues. The promotion and guarantee 

of inspection and quality measures concerning centres’ equipment and the 

care provided to the elderly was included under this head.302  

In addition, and as a complement to the Galician Plan for the Elderly 

2001-2006, a Programme for elderly people living in rural areas (Programa para 

os Maiores do Rural) was launched for the period 2002-2005 (Xunta de Galicia, 

2002c). Regarding other concrete measures, the programme of care for 
                                                 
300 This telephone constitutes a point of free information and orientation on measures and existing 
resources, which distributes demands to the relevant departments. It also foresees the prevention, 
detection and intervention in situations of abuse or abandonment. 
301 This strategic area placed central importance on coordination mechanisms, mainly in the area of socio-
health. As argued in chapter II, coordination between health and social services is one of the main 
challenges of the Spanish system, particularly as far as provision of long-term care is concerned. In 
Galicia, the regional government started to elaborate plans for socio-health coordination in 1996 when the 
General Sub-direction of the Programme of Socio-Health Coordination (known as PASOS) was created. 
This body aimed to promote coordination, integration and continuity in assistance between primary and 
specialised health and social services for the care of certain population groups, such as the elderly, and the 
mentally or physically handicapped (Decreto 63/1996 de 15 de febrero, sobre estructura orgánica de los 
servicios centrales de la Consejería de Sanidad y Servicios Sociales). 
302 The law of 1993 had already introduced fines and inspection in the social services as one of its 
novelties. In this respect, the inspection of centres and the quality controls have considerably increased 
over this time-period. One example is how the number of visits to centres has increased from 27 in 1994 
to 105 in 2000 (Xunta de Galicia, 2000). 
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persons with Alzheimer, launched in 1999, encouraged the creation of new 

residential homes incorporating day centres, home help, foster care or alarm 

systems, with the aim of promoting the self-realisation of the elderly.  

 

Evolution of social services provision 

During this time-period, “traditional” services such as residential homes 

have received special emphasis in terms of their improvement and 

development, especially given the growing desire to maintain the elderly in 

their natural environment or at home. Concerning residential services, available 

data allows us to appreciate the continuous increase in the number of 

residential places for the elderly. One of the fundamental points of interest has 

been the increase in the number of places for assisted people, rather than for 

the self-sufficient. This situation clearly shows how the evolution of residential 

services for the elderly has changed over the years, by aiming to provide 

assistance in residential homes primarily to the elderly with greater dependency 

problems (see the next figure).  

 
FIGURE 7.1: EVOLUTION OF PUBLIC RESIDENTIAL PLACES (DIRECT MANAGEMENT AND 

CONTRACTING-OUT). GALICIA 1992-2003 
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Source: Xunta de Galicia (2004) 
 

Traditional residential services have been complemented with the 

incorporation of other programmes, such as those of temporary stays in 

residential homes, which provide an alternative means of support to elderly 

dependants when their carers are in need of a break or cannot provide care. 

Day centres have appeared as well, a novel and highly promoted service in 
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the last few years, where elderly dependants who live at home can receive 

care in centres during the day. The number of centres (directly managed and 

concerted) in 2001 was four, offering 92 places (IMSERSO, 2002). 

Home help has also increased over time. For instance, the number of 

persons receiving home help increased from 1,127 users in 1990 to 8,120 in 2000. 

This increase can be considered remarkable. However, coverage in terms of a 

percentage of the population has never been very high, and remains less than 

2%. The main relevance of this data is that at the beginning of this period the 

number of users was extremely low, having started almost from zero (see the 

next figure).  

 

FIGURE 7.2: USERS’ HOME HELP. GALICIA 1990-2003 
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Source: Xunta de Galicia (2002c, 2003, 2004) 

 

Homes and clubs for the elderly have also risen in number during recent 

years. Note for instance that between 1999 and 2001 alone, eleven new 

centres were created, bringing the total from 32 to 43. However, despite these 

efforts, coverage decreased by 1.69% (21.92% in 1999 to 20.23% in 2001) 

(IMSERSO, 2002). As I have already mentioned, foster care (acogimiento 

familiar)303 is one of the new services implemented in the last few years in Spain. 

Although this programme does include an important number of users, it is 

important to provide an account of it. The first data on this programme dates 

from 1992 when 221 users benefited from this programme. The number of users 

continued to increase until 1997 when a decrease in the number of users was 

seen until 2000. Since 2000, users have continued to increase again reaching a 

                                                 
303 This programme was regulated in Galicia by the Decreto 225/1994, do 7 de xullo, polo que se regula o 
programa de acollemento familiar para persoas mayores e minusválidos. 
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total of 4,467 users in 2003. Moreover, alarm systems started to be timidly 

implemented in the early 90’s.304 In the last few years, despite low rates of 

coverage, alarms too have considerable increased their reach. In this respect it 

should be mentioned that from 1999 to 2001, the number of users increased by 

more than the 50%, from 587 to 1550 and the rate of coverage also doubled, 

from 0.12 to 0.29 (IMSERSO, 2000, 2002).  

Lastly I refer to the voucher programme. It was launched in the second 

semester of 2001, reaching 814 users by the end of the year. Within a couple of 

years, it had managed to reach 2,718 users in its various forms (see the next 

table). The main beneficiaries of this programme were women aged 80 with a 

monthly income of (maximum) 600 Euro. When the programme was first 

implemented, there were essentially no private providers. This was an important 

constraint on the aims of the programme, namely to increase the freedom of 

choice of users. The existence of private provision is also linked with one of the 

principal objectives of this programme, employment creation. In this respect, 

334 posts in 2001, 670 in 2002, and 1,166 in 2003 were created in activities 

related with this programme.305 

 

TABLE 7.3: NUMBER OF USERS OF VOUCHER PROGRAMME. GALICIA 2001-2003 
 2001(*) 2002 2003 
Residential 350 557 808 

Day Centre 33 83 173 
Home Help 425 898 1,736 
Temporary 
stays/respite care 

6 1 1 

TOTAL 814 1,539 2,718 
(*) Second semester. Source: Xunta de Galicia (2002c, 2003, 2004) 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

Despite the short time which elapsed between this reform and the 

previous reform, it is possible to argue that the situation prior to the second 

reform had evolved in positive ways. For instance, the legislative hole in this 

policy area had been filled by the law of 1987, which had begun to be 

implemented by the coalition government. Thus, the objective was to develop 

its main principles and push for the extension of services from an organisational 

and quantitative point of view. In this respect, it is important to flag up the role 

                                                 
304 Mainly provided by the Red Cross and EULEN. 
305 This mainly refers to women’s cooperatives in rural areas. 
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of the Concerted Plan in the expansion of the net of primary services in the 

region. Social issues, more precisely the recognition of ageing as a problem for 

Galicia, were soon explicitly recognised when the PP took office.  

Nevertheless, despite the attempts at change, it was not an easy task to 

overcome the low development of these policies and the weak service 

mentality of social services as a stable component of the welfare system. 

Parallel to changes in the social arena, the regional administration had also 

suggested steps for its consolidation and development. At the same time, the 

process of transfers related to the policy area under scrutiny had been 

completed. 

It is not possible to argue that the reform of 1993 constituted a radical 

change as compared to the reform of 1987. That is, on this occasion there was 

a pillar from which to continue the development of this policy area. Thus, it is 

possible to argue that the main contribution of this reform was the rectification 

of certain “mistakes” or omissions made in the previous law and, at the same 

time, the accomplishment of changes related to the general organisational 

and structural objectives of the public administration in Galicia. In this respect, 

the increase in municipal and provincial responsibilities was one of the 

fundamental objectives of this reform. 

Moreover, universality was incorporated into the new law. However, 

other aspects such as the guarantee of users’ rights,306 or the establishment of a 

catalogue of services subject to claim, were not included. Contrary to the 

previous reform, inspection and control of services were regulated this time. The 

detailed functions of primary and specialised services were also incorporated. 

Also, a minimum percentage of the local budget to be allocated to these 

services was established. Moreover, an aspect that allowed for appreciation of 

the way in which these services were to be developed and consolidated, but 

also reflected the ideology of the governing party, was the introduction of for-

profit initiatives in the provision of services (see the next table for a comparison 

between these reforms). 

                                                 
306 Only for those living in institutions. 



 

 260 

 

TABLE 7.4: CHANGES INCORPORATED BY THE REFORM OF 1987 AND 1993 IN GALICIA 
 Reform 1987 Reform 1993 
Responsibilities Public de iure, private de facto (family). In 

this case there is no will to establish a 
public system of social services, only to 
reorganise, coordinate and regulate the 
sector. 

Almost=87 
More responsibilities transferred to the 
local and provincial administration 

Rights Recognised, but no mechanisms to 
articulate them 

Almost=87. Now recognition of users’ 
rights 

Quality No references to inspections and fine 
mechanisms 

New mechanisms 

Access and Eligibility On the basis of economic resources 
(specialised services). Primary level: 
services for all 

Expanded. 

Participation Recognised and promoted through 
Council of Social Services 

Expanded 

Information Main community service functions. 
Creation of an information system 

Expanded 

Coordination Among the main principles informing 
legislation 

Expanded 

Decentralisation Region: main regulator; local: main 
provider; private: collaborator (only non-
profit initiatives). Re-centralisation at the 
regional level. 

Push towards the local level 

Role of private initiative Non-profit, considered as crucial in the 
provision of services 

Increased and promoted 
Recognition of for-profit initiatives 

Organisation and 
Funding 

Organisation: two levels: community and 
specialised services 
Funding: regional, provincial, municipal 
and users’ fees 

Same organisation on two axes, but 
with different terminology 
Funding: minimum % to be spent on 
social services for municipalities 

 

I proceed now to explain the context and main arguments leading to 

these changes. One of the main peculiarities of this reform was the short time 

which had elapsed since the previous one. In 1990 the PP gained office again 

with an absolute majority after a period of about two years in opposition. This 

change in government would bring serious change within the region. The PP’s 

idea was to give a new face to the regional administration. In this context, the 

reduction of public expenditure, decentralisation, “comarcalización”,307 or the 

efficient management of public resources, were among its main guiding 

principles. Therefore, and contrary to what happened in the previous reform, it 

was the arrival in power of a party with a majority position that opened up a 

window of opportunity favouring this reform as in Asturias in 2003. 

At first sight it might be expected that with democratisation, the 

development of participation mechanisms,308 and the social changes of the 

last few years, the pattern of social mobilisation and/or social perception might 

have changed. However, this was not the case, and the policy-making process 
                                                 
307 As argued, this term means the joint of nearby municipalities for administrative purposes. 
308 In this reform, there was a formal regional body of participation, the Galician Council of Social 
Services. However, it had just started to function and had not yet had the time to consolidate its activities 
and become a real forum for debate. 
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was again characterised by political promotion and technical elaboration. 

Their mediation was not motivated by the same factors as in 1987. For instance, 

the exclusive responsibility for social services and social assistance was now 

taken as a given. At the same time, the need to overcome and modify almost 

completely previous policy structure was not claimed. On the contrary, the aim 

was to update and ameliorate what the government considered or perceived 

to be problematic. Here there are certain similarities with the second reform in 

Asturias. However, in this reform there was no general agreement as to the 

need for reform as was the case in 2003 in Asturias and for the first reform in 

Galicia. 

One of the main issues contributing to this reform was the desire to 

increase decentralisation and to give more power to the local level. That is, the 

general or main institutional model that the PP wished to see developed within 

the region, in terms of the characteristics and division of responsibilities between 

administrations, was a central landmark. In this respect, it is possible to argue 

that social characteristics were perceived and considered. However, they were 

essentially taken as given. They also played a secondary role in the discourse, 

even though they were included in the preamble and initial motivations of the 

final text.  

In addition, one of the main features of the reforms of 1987 both in 

Galicia and Asturias, namely the insertion within a chain process of approval of 

regional legislation, was not present on this occasion as it was for the second 

reform in Asturias. On this occasion, the main idea and initiative for the reform 

come from the regional government alone. The influence of the central 

government can be considered to have been more reduced than in 1987. This 

fact can be explained by the assumption of full responsibilities in the area and 

the acquired experience in policy development. In addition, it may be 

mentioned that the regional and central governments were of opposite 

political leaning.  

Regarding party politics, it is possible to appreciate a stronger influence 

in this case than was seen in 1987. A clear example of this was the 

government’s incorporation of recognition of for-profit initiatives in the 

legislation despite hard criticism from the opposition, and the fact that few 

amendments were accepted during the parliamentary process. This decision 
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was not only a reflection of the ideas of the right in the sphere of social policy, 

namely the new concept of solidarity, but also of its strategy of regional 

development, in which economic growth and employment creation were 

considered as fundamental tools for progress.  

It is here that we can find the main differences in the results and 

programme of the second reform in Asturias. The reform in Asturias placed 

emphasis on the achievement of a public system of social services and on the 

recognition of mechanisms for the guarantee of rights. On the contrary, Galicia 

took a divergent path, by leaving open the possibility of intervention and 

collaboration with for-profit initiatives and by disregarding the consolidation of 

rights to these services.  

Last but not least, Asturias also showed stronger acquaintance with the 

treatment of new social needs such as dependency problems. At the same 

time, territorial organisation and decentralisation towards the local level was 

achieved in a different manner due to the differences in organisation between 

these regions. This supports the argument that there are wide similarities in the 

current configuration of social services in Spain, with the role given to private 

initiative being one of the main differences among regions.  

In conclusion, the second reform in Galicia highlights differences with the 

reform of 1987, mainly with regard to the factors which contributed to the 

window of opportunity within the politics stream, the stronger role of party 

politics ideology, but not with regard to the importance of the mediation of 

political promotion and technical elaboration in the reform and its subsequent 

results. 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that the window of opportunity opened 

up by the PP’s majority position in regional government, the lack of explicit 

demand in terms of the perception of concrete social needs by the population, 

and only partially of other social actors, allowed for change and accounted for 

a non-altruistic mediation of the government. The aims were, first, to 

consolidate the government’s intervention in this policy area and the regional 

administration as a whole; and second, to overcome and update both 

perceived and existing institutional constraints in the area under regulation. 

Moreover, the concrete ideology of the governing party guided the 

main steps taken in this reform. Therefore, it is also possible to refer here to 
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reform of an ideological character, where institutional consolidation and 

performance surpassed the social nature of the reform. This contributed to the 

high differentiation between the results of the second wave of reforms in 

comparison with the first ones. But also, it points to the programme favoured by 

those able and willing to exert an influence as fundamental when 

understanding these reforms (table 7.5 provides a summary of the explanatory 

factors accounting for the first and second reforms in Galicia). 

 
 

TABLE 7.5 : STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS. REFORM GALICIA 1987 AND 1993 
Problem 
Stream* 

87 93 Politics 
Stream* 

87 93 Policy 
Stream** 

87 93 

Increase 
 D size 

No 
 

No Political 
institutions 

Yes, 
window 
 of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Yes, window 
of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Past 
policies 
 

Yes. 
Will of 
institutional 
reorganisation 
rather  
than creating 
public system 

Yes, will  
to update  
and improve 
existent 
policy.  
No will to 
consolidate 
public 
system  

Consideration 
D size as 
pressing 
 Issue 

No No Mobilisation 
& access to 
decision-
making  

No, from 
demand 
side.  Non-
altruistic 
mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

No, from 
demand 
side. 
Effectiveness 
of formal 
mechanisms 
doubtful 
Mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

Learning & 
diffusion 
  

Yes Yes 

      Programme 
favoured 
by the 
those who 
are able 
and willing 
to exert an 
influence 

Yes 
Main feature 
of policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 

Yes 
Main feature 
of policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 

 

Last but not least, and contrary to what happened in the reform of 2003 

in Asturias, where the reform was the last point within the analysis, the analysis of 

Galicia has allowed us to review several aspects of social services policy. First, 

how the PP’s ideology placed the main emphasis on the new concept of 

solidarity, and how the application of this concept was related to the 

establishment of market mechanisms, which aimed to encourage economic 

development and employment creation as a tool for regional development. 

Second, we have also seen a continuous expansion of services and a growing 

awareness of ageing as a NSR that must be responded to. Third, the existence 
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of barriers to consolidating, or a lack of clear will to consolidate, social services 

as the fourth pillar of the social protection system was shown. The next table 7.6 

provides a summary of the main intervening factors in the second wave of 

reforms in Galicia and Asturias. 
 

TABLE 7.6: STREAMS AND EXPLANATORY FACTORS. REFORM 1993 GALICIA AND 2003 
ASTURIAS 

Problem 
Stream 

93 
GAL 

2003 
AST 

Politics 
Stream 

93 
GAL 

2003 
AST 

Policy 
Stream 

93 
GAL 

2003 
AST 

Increase D 
size 

No Yes,  
but 
secondary 

Political 
institutions 

Yes, window 
of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Yes, window 
of 
opportunity 
opened 
here 

Past 
policies 
 

Yes, will  
to update  
and 
improve 
existent  
policy.  
No will to 
consolidate 
public 
system 

Yes, will  
to 
update 
and 
 
improve 
public  
system 
 

Consideration 
D size as 
pressing issue 

No Yes, 
 but 
secondary 

Mobilisation 
&access to 
decision-
making 

No, from 
demand 
side. 
Effectiveness 
of formal 
mechanisms 
doubtful 
Mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

No, from 
demand 
side. 
Effectiveness 
of formal 
mechanisms 
doubtful. 
Mediation: 
political 
promotion 
and 
technical 
elaboration 

Learning & 
diffusion  
 

 Yes 
 

      Programme 
favoured 
by those 
who are 
able and 
willing to 
exert an 
influence 

Yes 
Main 
feature of 
policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 

Yes 
Main 
feature 
of 
policy-
making/ 
reform 
process 
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INTRODUCTION 

This work has questioned and investigated the changes to the Spanish 

system of social services for the elderly and the current consideration of care for 

the elderly as a NSR on account of continuing acceptance of the idea that 

care for this age-group be provided by Spanish families. At the same time, it 

has analysed why, despite these changes, this system shows both 

comparatively little development in relation to other countries and other areas 

of the Spanish welfare state. 

In the first chapter, I explained how these issues can be seen within a 

specific context that I have called the “Tris Syndrome” (the effect NSR(s), 

welfare development, and the impact of territorial structures on current welfare 

states). But also, how these issues interact vis-à-vis social services for the elderly 

in Spain, and how the dynamics of this policy area are still widely unexplored in 

this country.  

In this same chapter, I provided two dimensions of analysis (the extension 

and the institutional design) for the characterisation of the central features of 

this policy. Moreover, I elaborated an analytical framework with the aim of 
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eliciting the influences or causes of concrete changes/results with regard to the 

coverage of elderly care needs by the public sector in Spain in the context of 

the “Tris”. In doing so, first I approached change mechanisms through the 

streams and windows of opportunity proposed by Kingdon. After, I combined 

them with traditional variables for welfare development, an institutionalist 

approach, and the potential effects of decentralised/federal structures on 

welfare development. Finally, I derived hypotheses to analyse the potential 

effects on NSR(s) policies in the context of the “Tris”. 

In this concluding chapter, taking the above dimensions and 

explanatory framework as principal reference, I discuss the empirical results 

reported in the six previous chapters giving special attention to the two case 

studies and four reforms constituting the main substantive evidence of this work. 

With this aim in mind, I begin by reporting the concrete changes to the policy 

under analysis. Then, I then identify the factors which accounted for the 

opening of policy windows and shaped the evolution of this policy within the 

context of the “Tris”, and finally I draw conclusions based on the reported facts. 

In this respect, it is possible to argue that the “Tris” provides both a scenario in 

which policy development has been both facilitated and stalemated: 

facilitated by the programme of those able and willing to exert an influence 

over these policies, primarily regional governments, but also constrained by a 

complex institutional scenario and the poor point of departure, that is, by past 

policies. 

Last but not least, these conclusions provide a more precise comparison 

of this policy area with others of the Spanish welfare state than was the case in 

the historical chapter. Therefore, this will help us fill in gaps regarding our 

understanding of the Spanish welfare state. At the same time, these 

comparisons will contribute to supplying further evidence of the dynamics 

involving NSRs policies and welfare development within decentralised 

structures. 

 

1. POLICY CHANGES 

The analysis elaborated in the case studies has confirmed and 

completed what was already mentioned in the previous chapters, that is, how 

policy change in the area of social services has taken place in the Spain. I 

review now some of these changes and their implications. 
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Regarding the extension of social services policy, a continuous rise in 

coverage and their adjustment, incorporation, and diversification is 

appreciable over time. This has been matched with increased efforts on 

expenditure from various sources. The analysis of the extension of services has 

pointed to the existing differences between regional cases and difficulties in 

the assessment of expenditure levels. 

Concerning its institutional design, expansion has been coupled with 

changes in the main principles and objectives informing these policies. This was 

done initially to provide the foundations and regulatory framework, after which, 

progressive adaptations and improvements would be incorporated. For 

instance, one of the main remarkable aspects has been the recognition of 

social services as a public responsibility and the implementation of concrete 

measures for its development and clarification (i.e. conceptual measures with 

the establishment of new guiding principles and organisational measures with 

the division of services into primary and specialised). Funding mechanisms have 

also been redefined. Funding through Social Security contributions is now 

“almost” marginal, while that of general taxes has been extended as the main 

funding source. This is also complemented with transfers/grants and users’ 

contributions. These issues have allowed these policies, among other things, to 

gain in public character and management. This situation contrasts with the pre-

democratic period where public action was of a predominantly residual 

nature. 

Despite these changes, the private sector has not lost its importance. In 

fact, it has primarily modified its role. For instance, non-profit agencies now hold 

main functions as collaborators of the public sector. Also, the intervention of the 

private sector is regulated and commonly supported in financial terms by the 

public sector through annual grants and/or agreements. At the same time, the 

for-profit sector has gained increasing importance in the last few years, mainly 

in profitable areas such as residential homes. 

The way in which this institutionalisation and increased public character 

has been achieved points to one of the main features of this system, its 

decentralised nature. The decentralisation of these policies and their regulation 

via the regional arena, free from a national framework, their previous 

reorganisation, and their clearly defined share of responsibilities, has brought 
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positive consequences. For instance, decentralisation has brought services 

closer to users. At the same time, it has favoured the increase in their reach and 

the appearance of new experiences. Decentralisation has also brought about 

divergences in its extension. However, regional intervention generally displays 

wide similarities in its implementation, with divergences particularly present in 

areas such as the role given to private initiatives (i.e. results reported in the 

second wave of reforms in Asturias and Galicia), decentralisation towards local 

administration, and the degree of coordination.  

However, despite the changes contributing its increasingly public 

character and improvement in the organisation of these policies, the system is 

still characterised by the existence of different organisations and bodies 

responsible for social services management, the lack of clarity over its limits, 

and the coordination problems between organisational bodies and between 

systems. Moreover, political practice in the area of social services diverges 

somewhat from juridical reality. An example of this is the complete assumption 

of social services from the Social Security by regions, not only in terms of 

management, but also with respect to normative regulation.  

Another issue which has had a significant impact on the population 

covered by these policies has been the end of the distinction between users 

affiliated to Social Security and those not. However, it is important to signal that 

the triumph over the assistance character of these policies has not been 

completely achieved. In fact, the system promotes universalism, its public 

responsibility and character. But, it is possible to refer to these values as “fake” 

in practice and real terms. This can be explained by the use of means-testing 

measures and consideration of the socio-economic situation of the family when 

determining access to the system. Nevertheless, in the last few years increasing 

attention has been given to those with higher dependency needs, particularly 

in terms of benefits and access to services. 

All in all, the Spanish system can be characterised as mixed, 

decentralised, familistic, and weak in the promotion of social rights. At the same 

time, on the basis of Pavolini’s models, it has been possible to characterise it as 

an enlarged government applying a regulated (primarily through concerted 

action) and non-linked model of social assistance. Thus, the following changes 
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in comparison with the situation before the democratic period can be 

signalled: 

First (public entitlement in the provision): the public sector did not 

explicitly recognise its responsibility regarding these services as it was done in 

the regional legislation on social services. Therefore, and despite the poor but 

existing public action, the application of an enlarged government model was 

of stronger nature as far as the inaction of the public sector is concerned.  

Second (entitlement in the funding and regulation): on the basis of the 

proposed models the only applicable option was also that of social assistance. 

However, the role of the public sector was of a more underdeveloped nature 

than it is today.  

Third (characteristic of the intervention, entitlement in the selection, and 

characteristics of authorised providers): in relation with this aspect it is possible 

to refer to how the used on non-linked monetary transfers was an extended 

mode of action.309 Also, the provision, mainly that of services, was of reduced 

character. At the same time, the application of concerted action, even less 

any action related with social market mechanisms was applied. 

In light of the above discussion, some of the main implications of these 

changes have been: on the one hand, these new policies have brought only 

partial changes to the care structure, as care continues to be provided 

essentially informally, with families shouldering the main burden, and social 

rights involving these services have not yet been recognised. On the other 

hand, this has been accompanied by positive aspects including welfare 

expansion, but also restructuring and adaptation. At the same time, no 

“extreme” differentiation regarding social services configuration has been 

found. Therefore, it is important that we not underestimate the importance of 

the reported changes over the analysed time-period. In the following two 

sections, I analyse what the factors have accompanied these changes and 

results. More precisely, I begin by analysing how compelling events and the 

problem, politics and policy streams have favoured windows of opportunity 

with respect to policy change. 
 

                                                 
309 Note that the Spanish system has been traditionally income-transfer-focused and not service-focused.  
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2. STREAMS AND WINDOW(S) OF OPPORTUNITY 
 
2.1 Problem Stream 

The empirical evidence has shown us how in the first wave of reforms in 

Asturias and Galicia the implications of ageing and care were neither 

perceived nor identified as a problem. Moreover, research, reports, and the 

initial debate regarding the implications of the ageing population had not yet 

started to appear in the country.  

On the other hand, in the second wave of reforms it was possible to find 

differences between the two cases analysed. In Asturias, the academic and 

public arenas had already begun, especially since the mid-90’s, to consider 

(and thus render explicit) the problem and its growing dimensions (i.e. 

implementation of the Old-Age Plans and similar actions). Also, responding to 

dependency situations and care for the elderly as a NSR had started to gain a 

place on the agenda (i.e. the unimplemented Old-Age Plan prepared during 

the 1995-1999 legislative period in Asturias or the debate over the 

implementation of a national long-term care scheme in the country). Therefore, 

recognition of the problem by policy-makers could now be appreciated. In any 

case, it was certainly more prevalent than during the first wave of reforms. 

However, care still remained for the population and others, as opposed to 

policy-makers, a private and implicit issue. 

In Galicia, in 1993, recognition of the problems evoked by an ageing 

population had only just started to gain visibility, but still held a weak position in 

political debate both in Galicia and in the rest of the country. At the same time, 

research and action concerned with these issues was more numerous than at 

the time of the previous reform. Note for instance, that it was precisely in 1993 

that the Old-Age Plan was approved. However, and despite this, the low 

identification of care as a NSR by risk-bearers and other social actors, and the 

still “timid” moves by policy-makers, remain noteworthy. 

 

2.2 Politics Stream 

Important and new changes, namely recent democratisation, the new 

responsibilities acquired by regional governments, and the beginning of the 

decentralisation process, created a favourable environment for overall reform 

and change in the social policy area in Spain. In this respect, we should 
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remember how the period 1982-1993 was characterised as that of the main 

expansion of the Spanish welfare state. These changes favoured a window of 

opportunity, which was snapped up by regions through the approval of the first 

wave of legislation. On the contrary, during the second wave of reforms, the 

main “political” event favouring the analysed reforms was access to regional 

government by parties with a majority position: the PSOE in Asturias, and the PP 

in Galicia. This calls into question how government turnover, leading to a 

majority position, might contribute to policy change and might be used as a 

tool for political and policy reinforcement. 

 

2.3 Policy Stream 

In the first wave of reforms (1987), the political changes mentioned 

above were coupled with the desire to improve and update social policy at all 

levels in the country. The rejection of past policy in the area under scrutiny, the 

desire to develop a new regulatory framework and the ideas of a 

predominantly social-democratic nature, encapsulated this reform. In this 

respect, before the reforms in Asturias and Galicia took place, a chain process 

of approval of regional legislation had already been set in motion, implying 

major policy diffusion processes. The predominantly social-democratic nature 

of reform, the strong desire of the regions to mark out spaces of power and to 

consolidate their newly acquired responsibilities, were major aspects in these 

reforms.  

Therefore, we should bear in mind how Galicia and Asturias, but also 

other regions, were agreed in supporting the need for a new legislative 

framework for the reorganisation of this policy arena from the regional, and 

not, from the national level. However, the social-democratic imprint of the 

above process was promoted by the governing party (the PSOE) in Asturias, for 

instance through the creation of a public system of social services. While in 

Galicia, governed by the right, the will to create such as system was not 

present. This raises differences as to the programme favoured in each region. 

Therefore, it points to possible divergences in the subsequent results.  

The second wave of reforms followed similar paths in their objectives as 

they both aimed to improve and develop previous laws. Moreover, in both 

cases, the predominant ideas on social policy in general and social services in 
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particular, were those promoted by the majority governing parties in each 

region. More precisely, in Asturias, the prevailing programme was that of the 

PSOE. This party supported the consolidation and updating of the system of 

social services, in order strengthen its public character and convert it into the 

fourth pillar of the social protection system.  

On the other hand, with regard to the second reform in Galicia the ideas 

and programme of the government were those of updating and strengthening 

regional intervention in this policy area. This was framed within a context of 

regional development, accompanied by the application of the previously 

mentioned new concept of solidarity. Therefore, the consolidation of the public 

nature of social services was not envisaged in this instance. 

In addition, it was not possible to refer to a main policy diffusion process 

or policy consensus in this area when these reforms were passed. While in 

Asturias the PSOE was governing party, the PP was in government at the 

national level. The opposite situation prevailed in Galicia both prior to and 

during the passing of its second reform. Therefore, it seems that these issues plus 

the acquired experience by these regions provided a more “independent” 

backdrop to the programme favoured in each case. 

 

2.4 Window(s) of Opportunity  

During the first wave of reforms, a policy window was opened within the 

politics stream due to major and radical political changes taking place in the 

country. During the second wave of reforms, this happened within the politics 

and problem streams in Asturias, and within the politics stream, and timidly 

within the problem stream in Galicia. The politics stream causes were again 

coincident between cases: governmental change and the majority 

government position, but differed from those present in previous reforms. In 

addition, the strength of the problem stream in Asturias over that in Galicia can 

be explained by the time-difference between the reforms.  

Consequently, these aspects match Kingdon’s proposition that 

compelling events within the problem or politics streams, on this occasion 

predominantly the latter, open windows of opportunity for possible reform(s) in 

the policy area. At the same time, it is worth flagging up how in all these 

reforms, there were policy ideas and proposals (policy stream) of different kinds 
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that could contribute to the success of reform. However, it is important to bear 

in mind that window(s) of opportunity do not automatically result in policy 

change. Therefore, in the next section I review how the proposed factors and 

hypotheses have particularity shaped these policies on the basis of the 

empirical evidence provided. This will allow us to identify the main factor(s) that 

have contributed to these reforms and variations between cases and over 

time. 

 

3. FACTORS ACCOUNTING FOR POLICY CHANGES 
 

3.1 Increase in the size of demand and consideration of demand as a problem 

or pressing issue (Problem Stream) 

The analysis elaborated in this work has confirmed both through the 

general analysis and the case studies how the progressive increase in the size 

of demand has been coupled with greater response in the field of social 

services for the elderly (i.e. a rise in service coverage, diversification and 

appearance of new services or increase in expenditure levels). Therefore, this 

supports what was highlighted by early studies of welfare development that 

pointed to an ageing population as one of the factors influencing the 

development of social policies. 

However, it is not possible to consider this the main argument, as we 

have seen that, during the initial stages, change and reform took place even 

though demand was not considered an explicit problem at any time. This is 

related to how, during the first wave of reforms, the policy windows were mainly 

a consequence of compelling events within the politics, and not the problem, 

stream. 

In this respect, it is arguable that it is only when the size of demand and 

pressure has become “visible”, and has wide support, as reported by the 

scientific arena at the national and at international levels, that the problem 

stream has gained explicitness for policy-makers (although still not fully for risk-

bearers). In fact, the problem stream managed to gain in importance during 

the second wave of reforms, but remained nevertheless secondary. Therefore, it 

is possible to argue that the consideration of demand as a problem or pressing 

issue has not been a determining or major condition for the development of 
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social services for the elderly in Spain. Thus, it is not these issues, but other(s), 

have been the central leitmotiv for reform.  

 

3.2 Political institutions and mobilisation/access to decision-making processes 
(Politics Stream) 
 
a. Political Institutions  

We have seen above how compelling events within the politics stream 

have been the main contributors to the opening of policy windows over time. 

Moreover, as mentioned in chapter one, the neo-institutionalist literature argues 

that political institutions structuring the democratic game may contain 

incentives for certain kinds of behaviour by political actors and may be 

conducive to specific policy solutions to given problems. Therefore, I analyse 

here to what extent the existing institutional context has influenced, facilitated 

or constrained the policymaking process and its subsequent results.  

I begin by signalling that the recognition by the Spanish Constitution and 

Statutes of Autonomy of legal and political responsibilities to regional 

governments and the decentralisation of these policies were positive and core 

aspects for initial policy development. This gave regions extra strength at the 

policy, political and economic levels, legitimacy at the political and policy 

levels, and a veto position to undertake or to block policy changes in this policy 

area. For instance, the most important developments have been the reforms in 

the area of social services and the opposition to date towards a national law. 

In this respect, the conflicts of responsibilities raised in the Constitutional Court 

against central government should also be mentioned. In addition, we might 

mention again that government turnover and specifically the majority position 

of the new government supported the passing of the second wave of reforms. 

In fact, it is possible to argue that the existence of these decentralised 

policy structures willing the maximal gain of spaces of power. But also, willing to 

consolidate their new political and policy roles with respect to other regions, 

the central government and their own populations prompted policy 

competition within this policy area, rather than the intervention of other issues 

(i.e. political heterogeneity). Moreover, these structures have also encouraged 

horizontal diffusion and learning through copy and imitation processes. The 

chain process of approval of regional legislation in the 80’s was a prime 
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example. At the same time, they contributed to a continuous process of policy 

updating and innovation and to new emerging experiences throughout the 

period analysed here. Therefore, this contradicts the traditional line of 

economic research that points to the inhibitory impact of decentralised 

structures and regional competition in welfare development. In fact, on this 

occasion, decentralisation did not contribute to a race to the bottom in social 

standards, but rather the opposite.   

However, despite the issues signalled above, other less positive factors 

should also be mentioned. In this respect, it is possible to argue that the 

combination of a complex and unclear institutional design has been strongly 

shaped by the particular bottom-up process of welfare development 

promoted by regional governments in this policy area. For instance, the lack of 

clear jurisdiction, the complex design, and the burdens of the existing system in 

this policy area has strongly shaped this system. This implies, for example, 

funding-related problems as some services are highly dependent on the 

availability of financial resources. At the same time, an important weakness of 

the Spanish system is the presence of a great number of small municipalities 

with few financial resources, which are highly reliant on regional and national 

funds.  

Another major constraint has been the coordination problems within the 

sector, with others, and the heterogeneity arising from a process of policy 

development promoted by the regional layer with no previous, and to date no 

existing, national framework of reference. Therefore, it is possible to signal the 

problems and constraints imposed on these governments in accomplishing a 

task of this kind, in other words, the lack of ”full” policy tools to achieve such 

objectives. Clear evidence of this can be discerned in the fact that soon after 

the approval of the first wave of legislation these problems were recognised in 

both the cases analysed. These problems involved, among other things, the 

lack of financial manoeuvrability and the problems (affected budgets) with 

transfers received. 

The consolidation of regional governments as policy and political actors 

contributed to the improvement of some of the initial problems. Moreover, a 

very positive aspect was the implementation of non-enforced measures (i.e. 

Concerted Plan, Old-Age Plan) promoted by the central government. They 
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allowed for, at least, “partial” control and the establishment of common 

measures throughout the system, helping to alleviate regional differentiation. 

At the same time, they have enabled to fuel the system of financial resources.  

 

b. Mobilisation and access to decision-making processes  

I explain now how specific institutional constraints have placed burdens 

on demand with regard to these services. I mentioned above the fact it has not 

been possible to consider demand as an explicit problem for risk-bearers, 

whether in the general analysis, the case studies, or even at present. However, 

even though this has not been the case, problems regarding this possibility 

have been found. A clear example is how in the first wave of reforms 

institutional features did not allow for the mobilisation of social agents, mainly 

risk-bearers, due to the lack of participation mechanisms and the lack of 

guaranteed rights.  

During the second wave, on the other hand, the policymaking process 

had been democratised. At the same time, participation mechanisms had 

already been created and had, particularly in the case of Asturias, already 

been in place for some time. We should also remember how in the reform of 

2003 in Asturias the democratisation of the consultation process was widened 

by allowing different social groups to express their views on the new law in the 

Regional Parliament. However, as was reported in the general analysis, these 

bodies can be characterised by their predominantly consultative nature and 

their weak capacity for intervention. Moreover, another important restraint 

remains at present: this is the weak position of users of these services, as they 

are not considered to hold explicit and “real” rights. Therefore, this entails a 

weak position vis-à-vis the system and little capacity of choice.  

Therefore the involvement of risk-bearers in the policy-making process 

and their successful influence has depended not only in their consideration of 

the problem as an explicit one, but also, on the existence of institutional 

constraints restraining demand from flourishing. Moreover, it is possible to argue 

that these issues have reinforced the consideration of social services as a 

private issue for Spanish society and the strength of inter-generational and 

family commitment to care. Consequently, the explanations related to the 
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mobilisation of certain social groups in defence of their interests and as 

contributors to welfare development cannot be applied here.  

 

3.3 The programme favoured by those willing and able to exert an influence: 

past policies, and learning and diffusion as contributors to new departures 

(Policy Stream) 

Up to now, we have seen how problem-related issues have not been 

the main contributory factors to change. Moreover, we have noted how 

political institutions both favour and restrain these changes. In this section, I 

explain how other actors, particularly regional political elites, stepped in to 

mediate for/defend risk-bearers by undertaking specific changes and reform. l 

detail how their main rationale in doing so was related to self-interest (non-

altruistic mediation). Also, I note how technical experts and/or external 

professionals occupying key positions in the administration have helped them 

in the drive for and the concretion of their programme. Last but not least, I 

evaluate how past policies, learning and diffusion processes have shaped their 

actions. 

 

a. Making demand explicit, the programme favoured by those willing and able 

to exert influence  

If we bear in mind, that it is only recently that the problem stream has 

gained importance on the political and policy agenda, and that in doing so it 

has only achieved a secondary position in the reforms, these, and other 

aspects appreciated through the empirical evidence, particularly that of the 

case studies, lead us to suggest that the core and distinctive element of 

reforms to social services in Spain has been their non-altruistic nature. 

In this respect, the main objectives (programme favoured) that can be 

elicited from the four reforms are the will to mark out and acquire new spaces 

of power, to keep up with other regions, to consolidate regional government’s 

intervention, and to solve institutional or structural problems that policy-makers 

sought to alleviate. It is important to clarify that the first two of these (gain/mark 

new spaces and not lag behind) were most important in the formative phases 

of this policy.  
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Over time, the importance of these factors, particularly the first of them, 

has prevailed. However, it is also arguable that the region’s principal role in this 

policy area is now taken as a “given”. However, the consolidation of regional 

intervention and the desire to solve problems in the area under regulation can 

be considered as prevailing issues that still hold major relevance at present. All 

in all, it is possible to claim that these issues have largely accounted for the 

development of these policies in Spain rather than newly recognised risks 

perceived by policy-makers at the time of pushing for the reform of these 

policies.  

However, we should not give the whole merit here to regional 

governments. In fact, as argued, throughout the empirical studies, technical 

experts and professionals from the administration have also played a relevant 

role in these processes. Their main contribution has been to elaborate and put 

into practice the above-mentioned programme and provide information 

regarding existing problems and available options. 

Despite the fact that political promotion and technical elaboration has 

been one of the core elements of the policymaking process, it is worth flagging 

up how, particularly during the initial stages of this policy, the national 

government provided guidelines to regions in the elaboration of their 

legislation; how the implementation of National Plans contributed financially 

and through common guiding principles to the system; and how, despite its 

waning importance over time, the discussion related to the implementation of 

a national long-term care system has been (and is) promoted by the central 

government and is taking at the national level.  

As far as other actors are concerned, it has not been possible to find 

their wide engagement or intervention in these processes. In this respect, it is 

possible to mention again how the rise of the debate on ageing and its 

consequences has largely been the contribution of scientific and academic 

arenas and of international debates. The non-profit sector (i.e. Caritas) too has 

contributed by providing information, raising claims and filling in the gaps left by 

the public sector. Last but not least, trade unions have only just started to show 

a clearer position on these issues since the debate about national long-term 

care has taken a more relevant place on the political agenda. 
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Apart from the aspects characterising the prevailing non-altruistic 

mediation, it is important to review how particular approaches, and more 

precisely the ideology of the different governments, have shaped changes with 

more or less success. When analysing the streams favouring the opening of 

policy windows, I mentioned the existence of different options in the two cases 

analysed within the policy stream. In the first wave of reforms, ideas of a social-

democratic leaning were coincident with those promoted by the governing 

party in Asturias, implying the creation of a public system of social services. On 

the contrary, the desire to create such a system and suffocate the traditional 

role played by private initiative was not part of the government’s programme in 

Galicia. However, these differences did not materialise into noticeably 

divergent results. In fact, the Galician governing party’s discursive arguments 

did not fully match the results achieved. 

This can be explained by the interaction of the following factors. First, the 

right’s position as governing party in Galicia allowed it to absorb, exchange 

information, and be aware of what was being done in the rest of the country. 

On the other hand, the same party in Asturias developed a proposal fully 

divergent from those existing at the time. Moreover, Galicia’s incorporation 

within the chain process of approval of regional legislation left the imprint of the 

social democratic nature of this group of legislation on the final reform, and 

thus ensured results that were not highly divergent from those in Asturias. 

Therefore, these arguments also contribute to the understanding of the 

homogeneity of the first wave of reforms in the country. They show the main 

technical and institutional character of these first reforms. At the same time, 

they show how in the formative phases of this policy, the influence of political 

ideology was diminished by institutional and technical drives. 

Political ideology, meanwhile, managed to gain strength and 

importance in the second wave of reforms. In these reforms, it was not possible 

to refer to a main policy diffusion process or policy consensus in the area at the 

time when these reforms were passed. Also, while in Asturias the governing 

party was the PSOE, the PP governed at the national level. The opposite was 

true in Galicia both prior to, and at the time its second reform was passed.  

In Asturias, the prevailing ideas were those of the PSOE, which aimed to 

consolidate and update the public system of social services and strengthen its 
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public nature converting it into the fourth pillar of the social protection system. 

On the contrary, in the reform of 1993 in Galicia the desire to update and 

strengthen regional intervention in this policy area was framed within a context 

of regional development in which the application of the previously mentioned 

new concept of solidarity was foreseen. That is, the mobilisation of all public 

and/or private resources in achieving social policy. The differences in results 

could be strongly felt this time, as opposed to the first wave of reforms. 

Therefore, it is possible to point to the gain in ideological character of these 

reforms and the higher “independence” of this process, as well as the 

increasing differences between regions with respect to their institutional design. 

 

b. The weight of past policies  

 In the literature overview and in the hypotheses raised in the first chapter 

I signalled the importance that past choices and policies could have on policy 

development. That is, how any new policy could be strongly influenced by past 

ones. Consequently, it is important to analyse here how they have particularly 

shaped the policy area under analysis. In fact, the weight of past policies, 

namely the predominance of the family and private agencies in the provision 

of services, and the low preponderance of public action at the beginning of 

the democratic period have had the following implications. 

On the one hand, the goal of achieving a public system in which public 

intervention is predominant has not been reached. The inheritance and 

adoption by regional governments of the dynamics of the old central 

administration has been noted. This was main consequence of the absence of 

a process of restructuring or general framework of reference before the launch 

of this process. Furthermore, this was coupled with the limited experience in 

direct intervention and the lack of administrative culture among the lower 

levels of government at the beginning of this process.  

On the other hand, this situation has not prompted either public 

demand for change nor has it contributed to a general internalisation of the 

system as a fully public one. However, the lack of public action at the 

beginning of the democratic period, at even now, has not dissuaded certain 

policy advocates from supporting public action and acting to overcome this 

situation. In fact, through the general analysis and through the case studies it 
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has been possible to appreciate how the rejection of previous policies and the 

desire to provide social services with a new organisation were among the key 

aspects defining the launch of the system. At the same time, we may note that 

policy updating and consolidation were predominant in the subsequent reform 

processes and in the main trends reported in the historical overview.  

Therefore, it is possible to signal how the poor point of departure of this 

policy at the beginning of the democratic period has had two main 

consequences. First, major problems in overcoming the inherited situation and 

in developing a system of a predominantly public character have been felt. 

Second, this has contributed to the low number of risk-bearers who consider 

social services as a stable component of the welfare state. However, it has not 

held back those acting as policy advocates for its development, even when 

policy window(s) of opportunity did not open within the problem stream. 

 

c. Learning and diffusion as contributors to new departures 

Consequently, if we join the proved desire of policy-makers to modify 

social services policy and the general rejection of existing policies at beginning 

of the democratic period, it is important to analyse how the initial lack of 

experience in the country, and more specifically at the regional level, was 

surmounted. Also, how knowledge accumulated over time has been (or not) a 

factor in the modification of these policies. 

In this respect, the weak public initiative and culture, and the existing 

organisation of social services at the end of the authoritarian period were to be 

surmounted via consultation with international experts, as carried out by the 

central government in 1978 and 1984. The “Catalan School of social services”, 

closely linked to the PSOE also strongly contributed to this party’s proposals and 

resolutions, and had visited several European countries with the aim of bringing 

to Spain information about different organisation models. In this respect, it is 

possible to signal the Scandinavian countries as the main model of reference 

on social services.  

As argued, between 1982 and 1992 a chain process implying the 

approval of regional legislation on social services took place across the 

country, as no region wished to lag behind the others. Thus, the reformist 

initiatives in the reforms of Asturias and Galicia cannot be considered fully 
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theirs. This situation provoked, as we have already seen, homogeneity in the 

results of the first wave of legislation. Therefore, it is possible to claim that low 

development and experience regarding NSR policies implied both the mirroring 

of other international experiences and a process of policy diffusion following 

the guidelines set down by the first approved laws/proposals310 and those of 

the central government.  

On the contrary, in subsequent periods, and specifically during the 

second wave of reforms, increasing development and experience regarding 

these policies at the regional level contributed to the growing role of 

government learning and experience in policy change, as well as facilitated 

access to and experience in searching for relevant models of experience. To 

this we should add the increasing loss of visibility of these policies at the national 

level, and the lack of consensus over social services, which was a feature of the 

80’s.  

 

3.4 Review: the clash between desires and final practice 

The discussion provided in the above section has had as major objective 

to feed empirical evidence into the selected explanatory factors. In this 

respect, the question remains: what brought about the changes in this system 

given the relatively strong consideration for care for the elderly in the country? 

In this respect, it is possible to argue that the core factor in the development of 

social services for the elderly has been the programme favoured by those 

willing and able to exert influence over these policies. This form of mediation 

has been favoured by the acquisition of new responsibilities by regional 

governments, decentralisation, and the major political changes undergone in 

the country. Moreover, in the two cases reported, their majority position during 

the second wave of reforms joined with their acquired experience to favour 

the application of more “independent” programmes. 

When considering why this system still shows poorly developed coverage 

among the population, two major issues must not be lost from sight: the 

constraints posed by institutional factors and the strong influence that past 

policies have had on policy development. In other words, it is possible to talk 

                                                 
310 Remember how this process started with the PSOE’s proposal in Catalonia, almost coincident with the 
one made by this party in the Basque Country, the first region to approve a law on social services in the 
country. 
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about a clash between desires and final practice. At the same time, we may 

wonder how the factors constraining development have come to have more 

weight in the hypothetical “welfare balance”. In other words, it is arguable that 

the “Tris” provides a scenario in which the answer to these problems is both 

facilitated and impeded. I explain below these issues in more detail. At the 

same time I refer to the obtained results. 

 

a. The programme favoured by those willing and able to exert influence over 

these policies 

It is possible to claim that the drive for welfare development in social 

services policy for the elderly and the answer to related NSRs have been due 

to the will of regional political elites to mark out spaces of power, to achieve 

political and policy consolidation, to keep up with other regions, and to solve 

institutional or structural problems in the area under regulation. This has 

prevailed independently of the recognition or not of NSR(s) by policy-makers. In 

this regard, it is possible to make reference to the following issues: 

• Policy change can take place when demand is not considered a 

pressing issue, that is, even though no compelling events appear within the 

problem stream. 

• Policy change can take place even though risk-bearers do not 

consider the problem to be explicit, or they do not have channels of access to 

decision-making processes. 

• What is decisive for policy change is not risk-bearers’ perception or 

intervention, but the mediation and intervention/political will of other political 

actors. 

• When responding to and undertaking policy change regarding 

NSR(s), political and policy objectives such as the solving of institutional or 

structural problems in the area under regulation will prevail over newly 

recognised risks that policy-makers appreciate (even though they are 

perceived of as problems by them). That is, when responding to NSR(s) non-

altruistic arguments will prevail over altruistic ones. 

Furthermore, it is possible to add the following aspects as contributory 

factors and effects of the above programme: 



 

 284 

• The recognition of the legal and political competencies of sub-

national units by the Constitution gives them extra strength and legitimacy in 

undertaking policy change. 

• The higher the influence and/or control of national policy-making 

over sub-national units the lower the possibilities for bottom-up policy change 

and territorial differentiation (i.e. National Plans). 

• Majority government turnover can contribute to policy change and 

can be used as a “showing-off” factor in order to claim political legitimation 

and social support. 

• The existence of decentralised policy structures provides 

opportunities for territorially based policy experiments and innovation. 

Moreover, they prompt horizontal, but also vertical policy diffusion and learning. 

• Political and policy consolidation drive competition among sub-

national units rather than political heterogeneity. Therefore, when objectives 

(other than purely economic objectives) interact and are analysed, sub-

national units can contribute to a race to the top in terms of social standards. 

• The lower predominance of public action at t1 does not constrain the 

creation of policy advocates claiming for change at t2. 

• The lower development and experience regarding NSR(s) provision, 

the higher the possibilities for mirroring others’ experiences, namely through 

copying and policy diffusion by more experienced units. 

• The higher development and experience in terms of direct 

intervention, the higher the possibilities for policy change due to government 

learning based on experience and trial-and-error processes. 

• The higher the number of experts/expertise in terms of care for the 

elderly as a pressing issue and policy options (whether domestic or exogenous) 

to achieve the foreseen aims, the higher the possibilities for policy updating 

and new changes. 

• When the formative phases of a policy are prompted by lower levels 

of government, political ideology patterns will be blurred and shaped by 

technical aspects and the desire not to lag behind other regions. Also, in this 

initial phase, ones position as a governing party can favour a change in 

ideological positions on welfare provision. 
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b. Institutional complexity and the weight of past policies: a stumbling block for 

welfare development of social services policy in Spain 

However, although some institutional factors as well as the rejection of 

past policies by those willing and able to influence these policies have helped 

in pushing for the development of these policies, these factors have had a 

double, and perverse, effect. In this respect it is possible to argue that 

institutional complexity and the weight of past policies have constituted not 

only a stumbling block for policy development, but also a constraint on the 

flourishing of demand, which exists but which has not so far created much of a 

burden for the political and administrative spheres.  

On the one hand, the “size” of demand, that has not been considered a 

major burden until present times. On the other hand, the complex and unclear 

institutional design and low policy development have favoured the 

maintenance of care problems as a primarily private issue for society and the 

predominant “elitist” character of the social services policy-making process. 

Regarding these issues it is possible to signal the following: 

• The formation of welfare policy by inexperienced lower levels of 

government is a major impediment to welfare development. Moreover, these 

problems are heightened if this is done without previous reorganisation and the 

clear transfer of powers. 

• Institutional fragmentation of power reduces the opportunities for 

altering the status quo. 

• Social policy-making in fragmented systems of decision-making 

delays decisions and provides sub-optimal policy outcomes. 

• Unclear jurisdiction regarding NSRs policies constrains welfare 

development. 

• The higher financial autonomy of sub-national governments 

regarding the establishment of policy, the higher the possibilities for policy 

change and differentiation. 

• When risk-bearers’ interests are not well represented by those against 

the provision, their interests are unlikely to prevail. 

• The higher the predominance of the family and private agencies in 

the provision of NSRs at t1, the lower the possibilities for radical change at t2 

when public intervention is predominant. 
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• I mentioned before how the low predominance of public action at t1 

does not constrain the creation of policy advocates for change at t2. However, 

it does have an impact on the demands and expectations of risk-bearers in 

terms of an appropriate response and an increase in public provision at t2. 

 

4. EXTENDING THE ARGUMENT: OTHER POLICY AREAS AND FINAL REMARKS 

In this final section, I relate the above conclusions to other policy areas of the 

Spanish welfare state. I refer to how this work contributes to current debates on 

welfare states, particularly with respect to responding to NSRs and welfare 

development involving lower levels of government. At the same time, I suggest 

possibilities for further research. 

Regarding pensions, it is worth underlining the different role of the problem 

stream with regard to these policies. They are considered an explicit problem and a 

core and stable component of the protection system. That is, not only their specific 

problems are taken into account, but also, the recognition of the need to provide 

income maintenance for the elderly has been a fundamental aspect of their reform 

through time. In addition, this has been accompanied by the strong 

institutionalisation of these policies. A prime example of this is that pensions are not 

only considered a right, but they are also regulated as such. Therefore, risk-bearers 

are in a stronger position vis-à-vis pensions than they are in relation to social 

services. Moreover, and contrary to what has been reported for social services, it is 

possible to signal the important and fundamental engagement of social partners, 

particularly unions, as strong advocates for these policies. 

Furthermore, not only is their consideration as a problem and their 

institutionalisation is higher than that of social services, but their level of 

consolidation and extension at the beginning of the democratic period also placed 

their development and consolidation in a radically different situation. At the same 

time, a fundamental point here is that pensions have maintained their central 

character, thus raising a radical divergence when understanding and analysing the 

dynamics involved in both policies. Last but not least, economic issues have an 

important role to play in the reform of these policies. This situation cannot be 

applied to social services according to the evidence obtained here. 

Similar arguments can be raised regarding health policies: their consideration 

as an explicit problem, their position as a stable and core component of the 
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Spanish welfare system, their strong level of consolidation at the beginning of the 

democratic period and at present due to their recently achieved universal 

character, the stronger engagement of social partners and the population at large, 

and, the impact of economic situation and policy adjustment (i.e. rationalisation) 

are all encountered here as well. That is, as in the case of pensions, health care is 

not only considered, but also recognised as a right and as a fundamental 

“problem” to be dealt with.  

In addition, it is possible to signal how the inherited centralised (health) 

system, non-universal and non-residual in character, has progressively been 

universalised and decentralised. For instance, in the attempts to universalise this 

system, there was a more consolidated system to use as a launchpad. At the same 

time, there was also the desire, but of stronger nature, to extend social protection 

throughout the country as was the case in the area of social services. In addition, it 

is possible to argue that the arguments raised by Rico (1997) as regards health 

decentralisation only explain in partial terms what has occurred at the level of 

social services.  

Rico’s explanation for health and constitutional decentralisation was 

supported by the existence of an intense, distinctive identity, a set of preferences in 

national communities, and the emergence of political organisations able to exert 

active pressure on the centre in defence of their constituencies. Furthermore, it may 

be noted that a majority of the general public and an important section of the 

central political elites tended to consider these intense preferences as politically 

legitimate due to the historical coincidence of repressive centralism and 

authoritarian governments. In a few words, regional claims and general public 

support seem to provide the main explanation. 

However, the evidence provided in this work does not allow us to refer to the 

pressure of the regions for decentralisation of these services, but primarily to their 

desire to make the most of the newly awarded responsibilities for social assistance 

and social services. At the same time, no intense public preferences were observed 

when these services were decentralised, when regional legislation was approved, 

or when the central government failed to pass a national law in this policy area. 

That is, no intense and distinctive set of public preferences has been found with 

regard to social services. Last but not least, health decentralisation implied, among 

other things, regional innovation as was the case for social services. 
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As argued, minimum income programmes (IMIs) show stronger similarities with 

social services than pensions or health care. More specifically, it is possible to signal 

how their formative phase and implementation explained by Arriba (1999) shows 

wide similarities with that of social services. For instance, she too mentioned the 

absence of mobilisation of risk-bearers regarding these programmes. Yet, she did 

not analyse their perceptions as to what was being regulated or the possibilities for 

taking part in the policymaking process. She also reported that, in this context, 

individuals other than risk-bearers took on an active role as non-altruistic mediators. 

Moreover, although she does not fully explain it as such, the launch of these 

programmes was also supported by a transfer of exclusive responsibilities for social 

assistance by the Constitution. In addition, the implementation of IMIs was also 

related to the regions’ desire to mark out spaces of power, to consolidate their role 

as political and policy actors, and to keep up with other regions. This also provoked 

a chain process of approval of these programmes throughout the country during a 

period of only a few years. At the same time, the initial radical rejection of the 

central government, much stronger in nature and more visible than when regional 

social services legislation was passed, was challenged.  

Another similarity can be found in the lack of consistent position among the 

different political parties involved this process. Arriba argued that their support was 

different depending on their position. It was not possible to find clear ideological 

positions. Moreover, the different positions adopted seemed to depend on the 

context in which they took place. This holds relative similarities with the first wave of 

approval of regional legislation. Although in this case a prevailing ideology existed, 

the desire for political and policy consolidation united opposite political leanings 

(i.e. right governing party in Galicia), thus, diminishing the importance of ideological 

factors in this process. 

Opposite to the above-mentioned similarities, the most important differences 

can be found in the number of actors involved and in the public debate evoked by 

these two processes. While, social services reforms concerned only a reduced 

number of actors essentially restricted to the regional political arena and its public 

relevance was “scarce”, IMIs saw a more active and relevant role for other actors, 

such as the strong support exercised by trade unions. However, their actions can 

also be characterised as non-altruistic ones. In fact, their main incorporation and 

support for these regional programmes came after the refusal by the central 
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government to discuss such claims, and primarily concerned the UGT (the PSOE’s 

historical “brother-union”). At this point, they started up discussions with the regions. 

This implied a double-gain for the unions: success in their claims and the opening of 

new spaces of action and participation on social policies. Besides, one of the main 

NGOs, Caritas, also played a role here mainly spreading information about these 

programmes. 

Last but not least, I refer to family policies. I mentioned earlier how at the 

beginning of the democratic period their development had been influenced by 

the rejection of past policies. It is here that we can confirm one of the main 

divergences with social services policy. In this respect, we saw that it was not 

possible to refer to the rejection of past policies leading to a position of non-

intervention or a particular approach to social services, but the contrary. Namely, 

their limited development did not constrain the creation of policy advocates for the 

extension of public action. Similarities lie at the level of the lack of clearly defined 

responsibilities, even though they those concerning family policies are of strong 

central/national character. At the same time, the strong assumption, though of a 

wider nature vis-à-vis family policies, of care within the family can be repeated here 

as well. 

Summing up, this work has highlighted the factors that have accounted for 

change in the Spanish system of social services for the elderly, as well as the 

problems faced concerning its development. Regarding other constraints, the 

analysis of this policy area has pointed up some difficulties encountered in the 

investigation. For instance, this policy area is complex and fragmented, there has 

been little investigation of these issues to date, and there are numerous difficulties in 

tackling an issue as specific as the one analysed here.  

In addition, this thesis has also provided evidence of the importance of the 

“Tris” when understanding the policy area under analysis here. As a consequence, 

the analysis provided here contributes not only to a better understanding of the 

Spanish case (by, for instance, providing evidence on how the politics of welfare 

reform in response to NSRs differs from more traditional areas), but also, to a better 

understanding of the politics involving NSR policies and welfare development in 

decentralised contexts. Care for the elderly has only recently been considered a 

NSR. Programmes protecting against this and other NSRs are still emerging, 

particularly in Spain, in comparison with those involving the coverage of traditional 
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old-risks. However, they have gained a place in the public debate and are being 

discussed in this country, and essentially all over Europe.  

This work has put forward hypotheses with the aim of grasping the observed 

patterns of policy-making in the Spanish case during the democratic period. 

Traditional explanations, such as those based on need, have been helpful in 

matching the increasing importance of care for the elderly and the related 

responses. However, this traditional needs-vision misses other issues associated with 

private responsibilities or predominant societal paradigms characterising the 

analysed policies, that is, what I have called the explicitness or implicitness of a 

certain problem. Moreover, institutional explanations have also been useful in 

accounting for the ability to carry through the reforms proposed, where the 

regional governments have played a main role. Also, the importance of policy 

antecedents on the current configuration of the Spanish system has been 

underlined.  

On the contrary, traditional political explanations have not been particularly 

helpful due to the combination of the lack of explicitness of care as a problem and 

the weakness of risk-bearers as a political force. Nonetheless, I have provided 

evidence that their problems have nonetheless been dealt with through the non-

altruistic mediation of those willing and able to exert influence via their programmes 

or ideas. Also, this has implied gains for risk-bearers despite their relative inaction. In 

addition, the results showing improved coverage against this NSR have had a 

limited character. It is here that the importance and rising relevance of lower levels 

of government and experts have played a role. In this respect, we have seen how 

they have been able both to prompt policy development and acknowledge 

innovative and emerging experiences despite the existing constraints on the 

accomplishment of such a task. At the same time, political and policy consolidation 

has been shown to sometimes blur ideological patterns. 

However, other actors (i.e. unions, entrepreneurs, pensioners’ groups) have 

started to show an increasing interest in these issues. A shift initiated and promoted 

by the central government regarding the coverage of dependency needs through 

a national system is now taking place. The fact that regions are only another, 

although important, concurring actor suggests changes in a policy-making process 

characterised by its “limited” size. At the same time, the appearance of 
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mechanisms of political exchange, compromises and/or particular alliances of 

those involved in the subsequent advances on these policies may be foreseen. 

Last but not least, it appears it would be useful to reinforce the arguments 

provided here with the analysis of other regional cases which have also undertaken 

two waves of reforms, applying the proposed framework of analysis once the 

national long-term care system in Spain, now in discussion, finally comes into force, 

and/or by trying to use the concluding statements raised in this work in the analysis 

of other countries’ experiences. 
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