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and higher education policies in Europe?

Are the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy 
– particularly those pertaining to the new 
education and innovation policy initiatives 
– compatible with Canadian research and 
education priorities?

How will these policy initiatives affect EU-
Canada relations?  

What can Canada learn from the EU experi-
ence of trying to coordinate education and 
innovation policy at the European level?  
What can be learned from the governance 
mechanisms proscribed by the Strategy?  
What can be learned from the legitimacy 
issues surrounding the Strategy?

The Europe 2020 Strategy
The Europe 2020 Strategy is the ten year 
economic and employment plan which 
lays out goals and targets, as well as the 
means to achieve them, in an overarch-
ing mission statement for the future of 
the European Union. The blueprint for 
this kind of policy statement was the Lis-
bon Agenda; an economic plan from the 
2000 European Council meeting that was 
executed (and reformed) by the European 
Commission. With the Lisbon Agenda ex-
piring in 2010, and in the context of a high-
ly uncertain global financial environment 
in the late 2000s, the EU established new 
goals and governance structures for the 
period 2010 until 2020. Europe 2020 is this 
new plan, ostensibly balancing econom-
ic growth, social inclusion and environ-
mental protection. However, the core idea 
behind Europe 2020 – here referred to as 
‘neo-schumpetarianism’ – has remained 
consistent since the Lisbon Agenda.
 
Neo-schumpetarians advocate for en-
dogenous economic growth that is open 
to market-like competition yet guided and 
facilitated by the state (or a state-like gov-
ernance network). There are different vari-
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This policy brief explains the core aspects 
of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the European 
Union’s ten year economic and employ-
ment plan. It will discuss the priorities of the 
plan, with greater focus on research and 
education policies, and the ideas on which 
these goals are based. It will also discuss 
the governance mechanisms and imple-
mentation of Europe 2020. After assessing 
the issues and implications of the Strategy 
for Europe, this brief will consider the im-
plications for Canada, in terms of direct ef-
fects on relations between Canada and the 
EU, and in terms of opportunities for Can-
ada to learn from Europe 2020.  Finally, this 
policy brief has three recommendations for 
the Canadian federal government: to es-
tablish a national institutional presence in 
the realm of higher education; to increase 
funding for social science and humanities 
research; and to elucidate a clear and co-
herent vision for the Canadian economy. 

At Issue
There are a number of questions this policy 
brief seeks to address: 

What is the Europe 2020 Strategy? What 
is its significance for research, innovation 

1 This Policy Note will also be published by the Can-
ada-Europe Transatlantic Dialogue:www. http://cana-
da-europe-dialogue.ca.
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tertiary education from 31% to at least 
40%; 
4. a 25% reduction in those living below 
national poverty lines; 
5. to implement the ‘Europe 20/20/20’ 
strategy aimed at significantly reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions (i.e., to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions by at 
least 20% compared to 1990 levels, to 
increase to 20% the share of renewable 
energy in overall energy consumption, 
and to increase energy efficiency by 
20%). 

Like the Lisbon Agenda, the indicators for 
Europe 2020 remain quantitative and fo-
cused on GDP. Yet the Commission would 
also like to construct more nuanced and 
qualitative indicators for some targets. 
For example, the Commission would like 
to see a significant portion of R&D invest-
ment contributed by the private sector, 
and in light of this they are developing an 
indicator for innovation intensity; to track 
not only the amount but also the quality, 
source, and destination of R&D investment. 
Furthermore, these targets seem to sig-
nal a departure from the previous Lisbon 
Agenda in that social and environmental 
targets are better incorporated. However, 
a social agenda (and eventually a rather 
nominal environmental agenda) were part 
of the Lisbon Agenda as well, only to be 
subordinated to employment and growth 
when Member State economies continued 
to struggle in the early 2000s. 

Governance and Implementation
The governance structure of the Strategy 
is based on an architecture of two ‘pillars’: 
a ‘thematic approach’ and ‘country report-
ing’. The country reporting pillar is a feed-
back mechanism between Member States 
and the EU, which would allow Member 
States to develop country-specific growth 
strategies with guidance and coordination 
from the Commission – who would also 
keep the larger pan-European vision in 

ants, but a common thread in neo-schum-
petarian economic theory is the belief that 
political actors can facilitate long-term de-
velopment and modernization of the econ-
omy through (seed) investments in hu-
man capital, innovation and knowledge.2  
There is the expectation of ‘value added’ 
spillovers and positive externalities in all 
sectors of the economy and even many 
sectors of society (i.e., all policy domains 
become functions of economic decision-
making). Exogenous factors – like inter-
national comparative advantage or exter-
nal shocks – can still be influential, but 
domestic institutions can shelter advan-
taged sectors while allowing less robust or 
less competitive parts of the economy to 
fail. As a core idea behind the Europe 2020 
Strategy, neo-schumpetarianism contends 
that innovation and human capital are the 
key drivers of a dynamic knowledge econ-
omy, while allowing a prominent market-
making role for a governing body, in this 
case, the EU. 

Policy Goals
The desired policy outcomes for Europe 
2020 are tangible and measurable object-
ives. The Strategy has five ‘headline’ tar-
gets:

1. to raise the employment rate from 
the current 69% to at least 75%; 
2. to have 3% of member states’ GDP 
invested in research and development 
(R&D); 
3. to reduce the share of early school 
leavers from the current 15% to 10% 
plus increase the share of the popu-
lation aged 30–34 having completed 

2 The degree to which an innovative economy should 
be sheltered or facilitated delineates different schools 
of thought in neo-schumpetarian macro-economic 
theory.  Aghion and Howitt (1992) caution against too 
much (or too little) market-shaping investment in in-
novation, whereas Freeman and Louça (2001) suggest 
that state actors must be aware of long-term innova-
tion cycles and capitalize on them with large invest-
ments at critical moments.
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implemented via seven flagship initiatives: 
‘Innovation Union’, ‘Youth on the move’, 
‘A Digital Agenda for Europe’; ‘Resource 
efficient Europe’; ‘An industrial policy for 
the globalisation era’; ‘An agenda for new 
skills and jobs’; and a ‘European platform 
against poverty’. Although all seven ac-
tion plans are inter-related, this brief will 
focus on the first two, because they are 
the core elements of the ‘smart growth’ 
pillar. The Innovation Union corresponds 
to the EU target on R&D investment, aim-
ing to boost funding and re-focus innova-
tion to tackle challenges facing European 
societies, such as climate change, energy 
and resource efficiency, health and demo-
graphic change. ‘Youth on the move’ cor-
responds to the target of increasing en-
rollment in higher education institutions, 
in order to increase the quality of human 
capital in Europe by enhancing the per-
formance and international attractiveness 
of European higher education institutions, 
promoting student and instructor mobility, 
and facilitating youth employment. These 
thematic approaches intend to build up 
capacity for endogenous supply and de-
mand of the ‘products’ of the new know-
ledge economies: skilled human capital 
plugged into technologically-innovative 
industries.

Innovation Union
The Innovation Union is the European 
Commission’s response to causal beliefs 
about the importance of innovation and 
R&D as drivers of economic growth. In-
creasingly concerned about the lack of 
R&D spending in Europe (less than 2% of 
GDP, compared to 2.6% GDP in the United 
States and 3.4% GDP in Japan), the Com-
mission wanted to improve conditions for 
private sector investment in terms of ab-
solute amounts as well as the impact and 
composition of research spending. The 
Innovation Union implements a number 
of strategies that will link the public and 
private sectors, and facilitate partnerships 

mind. This pillar is adapted from the pri-
mary governance mechanism of the Lisbon 
Agenda: the open method of coordination 
(OMC). The OMC is an intergovernmental 
governance tool which relies on voluntary 
communication between governments 
along with limited Commission guidance 
(through mechanisms such as stocktaking, 
benchmarking, peer review, and implicit 
naming-and-shaming) in order to affect a 
‘soft’ coordination of national policy out-
puts rather than a ‘hard’ regulatory policy 
framework legislated from the EU. The 
country reporting pillar stiffens up elements 
of the OMC by making communication 
mandatory (and not just between states) 
and by giving the Commission a stronger 
coordinating role in terms of issuing policy 
‘recommendations’ as well as warnings if 
Member States do not comply (although 
the penalty for non-compliance has yet 
to be determined). The basic Europe 2020 
architecture has then been incorporated 
into a larger process – the European Se-
mester – which coordinates general eco-
nomic policy with the fiscal surveillance 
mandate of the Stability and Growth Pact 
(SGP). All reporting and evaluation for both 
Europe 2020 targets and SGP responsibil-
ities are to be done simultaneously to best 
coordinate the aims and means of each, 
while keeping their instruments and pro-
cedures legally separate. The intent of the 
new governance architecture is to build on 
the strength of already existing coordina-
tion instruments, like the OMC, and incor-
porate new decision-making procedures 
from the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon in order 
to instil greater ownership of the Europe 
2020 Strategy for all actors involved.

The thematic approach combines the five 
targets mentioned above with more specif-
ic priorities and initiatives, which require 
action at both the EU and Member State 
level. This is meant to reflect an increased 
EU dimension in the interdependent Mem-
ber State economies. The five targets are 
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Framework Programme for Research 
(FP7) expiring in 2013.

These strategies reflect not only a push 
towards the Europeanization of innova-
tion and the modernization of research 
and development systems, it is also an ef-
fort to create demand across European 
economies. This flagship initiative is not 
exclusively demand-driven, because sup-
ply of innovative technology is critical to 
the EU’s external/international dimen-
sion. However, within the European ‘single 
market’ for labour and capital, innovative 
technologies could be conceived as the 
demand-side of an EU knowledge econ-
omy. Creating this internal demand is a key 
aspect of the Europe 2020 Strategy, and 
the Innovation Union does this by empha-
sizing entrepreneurship, competition, and 
endogenous economic growth. 

Youth on the move
‘Youth on the move’ is a response to caus-
al beliefs about skilled human capital as 
an essential component to knowledge 
economies. The EU has focused on data 
that shows the comparative deficiency of 
European education and training systems.  
In Europe, 31% of those aged 25-34 have a 
university degree, compared to 40% in the 
US and over 50% in Japan. At a systemic 
level, only two European universities are in 
the world’s top 20 of research universities 
according to the Shanghai index. Thus, the 
Commission has set a headline target of 
reducing the primary/secondary drop-out 
rate to just 10%, while increasing the share 
of the population aged 30-34 who have 
completed tertiary or equivalent education 
to at least 40% by 2020. The ‘Youth on the 
move’ flagship initiative hopes to improve 
human capital formation by investing in 
education and training that is directed to-
wards better labour market integration. 
The Commission’s strategies include:

• Enhancing the mobility of students 
and instructors via EU programmes like 

between industry and public institutions. 
The Commission’s strategies include:

• A single EU Patent and improved intel-
lectual property protection to protect 
business innovation, especially small-
to-medium- enterprises; 
• Fostering innovation at all levels of 
government through public procure-
ment and ‘European Innovation Part-
nerships’;
• Subsidizing innovation which com-
mercializes new technology, through 
the European Investment Bank and with 
increased use of structural funds under 
EU cohesion policy (some of which will 
be redirected from the Common Agri-
cultural Policy fund);
• Strengthening the ‘knowledge tri-
angle’ (of research, education and in-
novation) vis-à-vis the Young Innovative 
Companies programme, and the de-
velopment of the European Institute of 
Technology, (modelled after the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology);3 
• Coordinating Member States to en-
sure a sufficient supply of science, 
maths and engineering graduates with 
entrepreneurial skills;
• Prioritizing knowledge expenditures 
through public spending and tax incen-
tives for private R&D investments;
• Reforming national and regional 
R&D and innovation systems by way of 
‘smart specialization’. This refers to the 
clustering of research and innovation to 
achieve a critical mass for a national or 
regional comparative advantage in par-
ticular technologies (‘RIS3 Strategies’);
• Establishing a European Research 
Area by 2104, a kind of single market 
for the mobility of knowledge. 
• Beyond 2014 the Innovation Union 
will be funded by ‘Horizon 2020’, a new 
financial instrument with an €80 bil-
lion budget. This replaces the Seventh 

3 This reflects a wider move to emulate the American 
system of higher education where research activities 
are concentrated into less than 10% of HEIs.
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which are loosely correlated to policy 
goals on the one hand, and governance 
mechanisms and implementation on the 
other. This is an artificial division because 
goals and governance overlap and there 
can be normative and practical concerns 
for both, yet for analytical clarity this dis-
tinction is useful.   

Legitimating Priorities and Goals
The fundamental idea behind the Strat-
egy is a causal belief about how to man-
age economies, not societies or ecological 
systems. Because the Council is comprised 
of the heads of government from the EU 
Member States, economic goals and pri-
orities are of primary concern to both EU 
executive institutions and Member State 
governments. Thus the ‘buy-in’ sought by 
the Commission from Member State gov-
ernments tends to be one of proper imple-
mentation, not goal-setting, because it is 
presumed that national governments are 
supportive of goals they set themselves in 
the Council. For civil society, however, the 
issue of value congruence in goal-setting 
is paramount. Even if final priorities do not 
fully reflect their own values, civil soci-
ety groups argue that state actors should 
consult them in a process (democratic or 
otherwise) of assessing the general will. 
As such, ‘buy-in’ from civil society groups 
entails some agreement regarding values 
and goals, and the appropriate means of 
arriving at those goals.     

The central goal behind the Europe 2020 
Strategy was to make endogenous eco-
nomic growth the ‘engine’ of the European 
Union, with education and innovation as 
inputs, higher GDP and employment as 
outputs, and social inclusion or environ-
mental protection as desirable (although 
seemingly subsidiary) outcomes. This idea 
was not immediately clear during the brief 
consultation period that led up to the pub-
lic launch of the policy platform. Initially, 
the Strategy was well-received by social 

Erasmus, but also by supporting the 
European Higher Education Area cre-
ated by the Bologna Process; 
• Modernizing the curricula, govern-
ance and financing of higher education 
systems (already underway via the Bol-
ogna Process); 
• Promoting student entrepreneur-
ialism through competitive funding 
mechanisms; 
• Promoting the recognition of non-
formal and informal learning (Life Long 
Learning);
• Facilitating youth employment 
through the Youth employment frame-
work and the ‘EURES job’ scheme;
• Motivating the Member States to invest 
in education and training systems at all 
levels, in order to improve educational 
outcomes and enhance the openness 
and relevance of education systems. 
The focus is on educational outputs 
rather than inputs, and is achieved by 
way of national qualification frame-
works which emphasize learning out-
comes geared towards labour market 
needs.

These strategies reflect a heuristic that is 
relatively constrained by economic ideas 
about education and training as a function-
al necessity for participating in the labour 
market of the new knowledge economies. 
Key concepts are the knowledge triangle, 
human capital, ‘flexicurity’, global com-
petitiveness, and mobility across the single 
market (introducing a so called ‘fifth free-
dom’ in the single market – free move-
ment of knowledge). With education and 
training perceived as an investment in hu-
man capital, the ‘Youth on the move’ in-
itiative comes to represent the supply-side 
of European knowledge economies.  

Issues and Implications for Europe
In the following section, the implications 
of the Europe 2020 Strategy are divided 
between normative and practical issues, 
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Not only has the Strategy received criticism 
for lacking public consultation, it has been 
criticized for being too broad and ambi-
tious to implement effectively. Even if neo-
schumpetarian ideas are widely accepted, 
the practical implications of implementing 
Europe 2020 leave Member States in a dif-
ficult position. On one hand, the Commis-
sion has issued integrated guidelines that 
reference the 2009 Lisbon Treaty (TFEU), 
which instruct Member States how to bet-
ter achieve the headline targets for Europe 
2020. These integrated guidelines reflect 
the Commission’s perception of what in-
novation and education are really for: the 
innovation target is subsumed under Arti-
cle 121 (economic policy) and the educa-
tion target under Article 148 (employment 
policy). The Commission has made it clear 
that Member States are obliged to achieve 
these targets because of their commit-
ment to the Lisbon Treaty. Yet on the other 
hand, the European Semester governance 
structure brings into question the coher-
ence of Europe 2020 when faced with the 
recent Eurozone crisis. While Europe 2020 
emphasizes macro-economic growth, the 
Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) prioritizes 
fiscal responsibility and austerity. Under 
the current governance structure, the 
Commission tries to coordinate the aims 
and means of each, but keeps their instru-
ments and procedures legally separate to 
maintain the integrity of the SGP. This is 
likely to privilege the SGP at the national 
level, and stifle spending on growth in-
itiatives. Even if powerful political actors, 
like the Commission, are able to reconcile 
growth and austerity in a single mental 
model, it does not mean others will share 
that schema, or have the political will to 
enact it as national policy. As Commis-
sion President Barroso has readily admit-
ted, “we have to be quite honest with you, 
there are 27 member states and if they 
don’t want to play ball nothing will hap-
pen” (Willis, 2010). 

and environmental civil society groups, 
who perceived it as a kind of ‘promissory 
note’ for an increasingly reflexive view of 
modernity. However, civil society groups 
– and even political institutions within the 
EU – quickly realized that they were only a 
marginal part of the consultation process 
prior to the release of the policy platform 
(with some assurance that they would be 
consulted afterwards, even though all the 
goals and priorities would already be set). 
While some of the subsequent protest 
amounted to general critiques of capital-
ism by groups with priorities other than 
economic growth, there was also con-
cern about a democratic deficit in setting 
an overarching agenda for the future of 
the EU. Thus, it was not merely the ideas 
themselves that were disputed, but also 
the democratic legitimacy of those ideas. 
Typically, arguments of this sort over-em-
phasize a deficit of representative dem-
ocracy and underestimate the legitimacy 
of deliberative democracy. However, a 
deliberative democracy that allows a few 
political actors to form policy based on 
the ideas of an epistemic community of 
economists rather than broad (and time-
consuming) consultation with a multitude 
of stakeholders, is in danger of a deficit 
of deliberative legitimacy. The govern-
ance process of the Lisbon Agenda mar-
ginalized the European Parliament and 
the European Court of Justice, ignored 
many civil society groups, and concen-
trated power with the Commission and 
the Member State governments (either as 
sovereign states or sitting in the European 
Council). The Council and Commission 
appear to be repeating this mistake with 
Europe 2020, hoping that – in the eyes of 
European publics –  the Strategy’s ‘out-
put legitimacy’ (i.e., providing an efficient 
and effective revival of EU economies) will 
trump its ‘input legitimacy’ (i.e., the lack of 
democratic process).  

Implementation and governance



w w w . i e s . u b c . c a

Pol icy Note No.11 - September 2012

national Patent Treaty in order to stiffen 
regulation in policy domains that the EU 
would like to protect, such as R&D for 
pharmaceuticals. Yet, in spite of these links 
between innovative industries and CETA, 
the Strategy is not a major touchstone for 
international trade relations between Can-
ada and the EU. The Europe 2020 Strategy 
is primarily concerned with innovation that 
drives endogenous economic growth, and 
as such, it provides incentives for internal 
investment rather than protection from 
foreign markets.   

The Europe 2020 Strategy is more pertin-
ent to transnational collaborations which 
involve multiple stakeholders in civil so-
ciety, although the degree to which the 
highest political levels can support par-
ticular collaborations is contingent on 
the jurisdictional purview of each govern-
ment. In the realm of higher education, 
the Commission has carved out a polit-
ical space through its Erasmus mobility 
scheme (now part of the Lifelong Learning 
Programme 2007-2013) and through in-
volvement with the Bologna Process, yet 
the Canadian federal government has no 
‘equivalent’ ministry of education. There-
fore there is little communication be-
tween the EU and the Canadian federal 
government, and agreements regarding 
student mobility are worked out on an ad-
hoc basis at the institutional or provincial 
level. For research and innovation, collab-
oration is better coordinated under ‘ERA-
Can’. This has an institutional infrastruc-
ture dating back to the 1996 EU-Canada 
Scientific and Technological Agreement, 
and closely involves DFAIT and the Com-
mission Directorate-General for Research 
and Innovation. However, cooperation 
continues to be hampered by a lack of 
focus, and by insufficient knowledge of 
each other’s research and higher educa-
tion systems. Therefore, many research 
collaborations or mobility schemes con-
tinue to be initiated by individual institu-

Issues and Implications for Canada
What effect will the Europe 2020 Strategy, 
and especially its innovation and educa-
tion policy, have on Canada? The direct ef-
fects of the Strategy on Canada will likely 
be mediated by its predominantly inward 
focus, whether this is in terms of inter-
national relations between governments 
or transnational relationships between 
institutions. There is potential for indirect 
effects, in terms of learning opportunities 
about policy-making. The following sec-
tion assesses the direct effects and learn-
ing opportunities presented by the Europe 
2020 Strategy.

Direct Effects
The Europe 2020 Strategy will have some 
effect on the Comprehensive Economic 
and Trade Agreement (CETA), an inter-
national treaty still under negotiation be-
tween Canada and the EU. However, this 
will be limited to the periphery, because 
much of CETA pertains to freedom of trade 
in goods and services (education exclud-
ed), foreign direct investment (rather than 
domestic investment in R&D), and pro-
curement of non-innovative government 
services. There are areas under the remit 
of CETA negotiations that are pertinent for 
EU innovation policy, including biotech-
nology and intellectual property law. For 
the former, much of the adjustment will be 
on the part of the EU as they nurture and 
protect a fledgling biotech sector from 
technologically superior Canadian com-
panies, although any such policy adjust-
ments would be further mitigated by Euro-
pean consumers’ continued resistance to 
genetically modified organisms. The latter 
issue, intellectual property rights, could 
prove thorny for Canada. In the interest 
of protecting its cultural heritage, the EU 
has demanded that Canada extend the 
duration of copyright protection, and ban 
devices that circumvent copyright. The EU 
has also required Canada to comply with 
European trademark law and an inter-



w w w . i e s . u b c . c a

Pol icy Note No.11 - September 2012

method of coordination (OMC), a mode of 
governance that uses comparison, com-
munication and competition between 
jurisdictions to try and affect a ‘race-to-
the-top’ dynamic. The OMC is the means 
by which the Commission can coordinate 
positive outcomes yet also leave the indi-
vidual Member State ‘in the driver seat’ of 
a voluntary process involving communica-
tion of best practice and competition to-
wards achieving shared goals. Although 
there are fundamental differences be-
tween Canadian federalism and EU gov-
ernance, both are systems with challenges 
which entail multi-level governance – the 
federal government of Canada and the 
European Commission face considerable 
resistance from other levels of govern-
ment (i.e., the provinces in Canada and the 
Member States of the European Union). 
Moreover, the Canadian government and 
the European Commission have little or 
no jurisdiction and thus weak compliance 
mechanisms in relevant policy domains, 
like education. The OMC could be a vi-
able governance mechanism for Canada, 
because having provinces communicate 
and compete with each other with only 
the lightest of coordination from the fed-
eral government is preferable to frequent 
antagonism which fails to achieve shared 
ends. However, the OMC has not been 
perfect for the EU either. In certain policy 
domains, the OMC was deemed too vol-
untary to generate appropriate legislative 
compliance or implementation. Because 
the OMC is a deliberative process that can 
be dominated by the Member States, the 
Commission can be marginalized as just 
another actor within a narrow epistemic 
community (to be consulted as needed), 
and citizens – or student, researchers, 
and so on – can easily be excluded from 
the deliberation. Furthermore, experien-
ces with the OMC have shown that sub-
ordinate aims and indicators can have a 
considerable influence on discrete policy 
evaluations, focusing attention on finan-

tions or even individual researchers, with 
government support offered by awarding 
funding to individual applications. There is 
some effort to change this, with emerging 
programmatic cooperation (especially in 
health-related sciences) and harmoniza-
tion of standards, although the push has 
primarily been from the European side. For 
there to be a high-level strategic cooper-
ation that directly engages Europe 2020, 
the Canadian government would need to 
be a more willing partner – especially for 
higher education.

Learning Opportunities
Europe 2020 presents a number of learn-
ing opportunities for Canada, both posi-
tive and negative.  The Europe 2020 Strat-
egy demonstrates what not to do in terms 
of agenda setting and establishing policy 
goals, but only if the Canadian govern-
ment is concerned about widespread input 
legitimacy amongst civil society groups. 
Europe 2020 also serves as a cautionary 
tale about the danger of responding to 
economic shocks with potentially con-
flicting agendas, because this can render 
parts of an economic plan incoherent or 
unachievable in practical terms. However, 
there are positive learning opportunities 
to be gleaned from experimenting with 
new modes of governance, which might 
be especially relevant for Canadian feder-
alism.  In short, where the Canadian pol-
ity is similar to the European Union, such 
as multi-level governance, the Canadian 
government would do well to adapt or 
experiment with new European modes of 
governance. Where Canada has a different 
institutional practice or structure, like with 
its Westminster-style political system, it 
can afford to ignore lessons from the Eur-
ope 2020 experience – although at peril of 
being accused of democratic deficit.  
 
The Europe 2020 Strategy has become 
yet another platform where the Euro-
pean Commission can showcase the open 
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erning party to enact its will – especially if 
it has a majority in Parliament. Therefore, 
it is not necessary to get ‘buy-in’ from civil 
society because there are fewer veto play-
ers or access points in the Canadian polity 
with which to block reforms or lobby for 
interests. Moreover, as recent events have 
demonstrated, it is not even necessary to 
elucidate a plan or vision for Canada be-
cause significant reforms can be bundled 
together into a federal budget with little 
explanation as to their coherence. Canada 
need only learn from European mistakes 
regarding the cohesiveness and coher-
ence of Europe 2020 if the governing party 
seeks greater democratic legitimacy of the 
sort not imparted by a federal election. 
However, as things stand today in the Can-
adian political system, winning a majority 
in Parliament is often considered legitim-
acy enough.  

Recommendations
The Europe 2020 Strategy does not require 
a response from Canadian governments or 
Canadian research and education institu-
tions.  There are, however, policies and in-
stitutions that could be better developed 
to prepare Canada for engaging with the 
EU and its Europe 2020 Strategy.  There 
are three things that the Canadian fed-
eral government might do as a result of 
the learning opportunities generated by 
Europe 2020. First, Canada lacks a federal 
institution that could coordinate provincial 
ministries of higher education and speak 
with an equivalent counterpart in the 
European Union. The provinces will not 
surrender any jurisdiction over education 
policy, nor would that be necessary, if the 
federal government were to establish an 
institutional presence in higher education 
which utilized some variant of the OMC. 
One way to do this would be to re-engage 
with The Council of the Federation, which 
already has a post-secondary education 
initiative underway.  Second, Canada does 
have institutions at the federal level which 

cial inputs and leading to demands for 
the recommodification of social or en-
vironmental policies. That said, the OMC 
is a powerful tool if implemented in a 
transparent and coherent way by an ac-
tor widely regarded as legitimate (what 
Jan Zielonka has called a ‘model power’ to 
contrast the idea of a ‘super-power’).  If the 
Canadian government can re-establish it-
self as a model power with a coherent and 
cohesive vision of Canadian society, it will 
have greater success with an OMC process 
adopted from the Europe 2020 Strategy.
The goals of the Europe 2020 are com-
patible with Canadian priorities, as both 
polities have long been moving towards 
knowledge economies, cultivating a sup-
ply of human capital and a demand for it 
though innovative and high-tech indus-
tries. However, the two polities empha-
size different aspects depending on their 
factor endowments and political systems. 
European countries are comparatively reli-
ant on foreign natural resources (especial-
ly energy) and have been reticent to supply 
its labour market needs via immigration.  
So advocating for a single market of know-
ledge, and prioritizing ‘domestic’ supply 
and demand for the knowledge economy, 
is cohesive as long as the EU can garner the 
support of a wide variety of state and non-
state actors.  The EU is a multilateral actor 
meant to represent states and civil soci-
eties, so Europe 2020 could be perceived 
either as a vision that has cohered around 
a broad congruence of values, or else as a 
means to galvanize a broad array of actors 
(including the public) after the fact. Judg-
ing by the uneven ‘buy-in’ by civil society 
groups, it seems to have been the lat-
ter. Canada’s economy generally pursues 
capital-intensive R&D related to resource 
extraction, and can meet a sizeable por-
tion of its high-skilled labour market needs 
through immigration. Economic plans or 
visions of society tend to be ‘majoritarian’ 
because Canada is a Westminster-style 
system which frequently allows the gov-
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form national research strategies and com-
municate these priorities internationally. As 
a counterpoint to a short-sighted aspect 
of Europe 2020, Canada should not make 
the mistake of overemphasizing ‘hard’ sci-
ences and ‘high’ technology to the detri-
ment of social sciences and the human-
ities. Increasing funding envelopes for the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada will pre-empt the nar-
rowing of knowledge and innovation in 
fields like economics or sociology, which 
are important because new ideas in these 
disciplines are as critical to the success of 
societal plans as any ‘high-tech’ solution. 
Finally, the federal government of Canada 
should take the time to consult broadly 
with different levels of government and 
with non-state actors, and out of that con-
sultation they should disseminate a coher-
ent vision for the Canadian economy.  Al-
though the Canadian political system does 
not compel them to do this, having a vi-
sion for Canada allows the federal govern-
ment to perhaps garner increased ‘buy-in’ 
at all levels of society. Having a clear plan 
is no guarantee of widespread agreement 
or value congruence – such is politics – 
but it is a way to avoid constant resistance 
and possibly even civil disobedience by 
groups who feel they have been excluded 
from the decision-making process.


