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Why do we care about social contracts?

• Multiple international crises (most recent conflicts in Gaza, Lebanon)

• Uprisings in the MENA 2009-2016 have led to many changes, but no stable social contracts

• Socio-economic well-being of people in the MENA region has suffered on average

 Need for inclusive state-society relations

 changes in social contracts  
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What is a social contract?
(Loewe et al. 2021; Loewe, Trautner & Zintl 2019, available in Arabic, English, French, German )

Loewe et al. (2021); Loewe, Trautner & Zintl (2019)

Social contracts are a

“set of explicit and implicit agreements 

of the various groups of society 

• with each other

• and with the government 

defining rights and obligations 

towards each other.”

• exist in almost every country

• are quite different in different countries

• relieves parties of cont. renegotiating obligations

 more predictable and stable state-society relations

! can treat different groups differently

! descriptive not normative

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.104982
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/arabic-version-of-the-social-contract-an-analytical-tool-for-countries-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa-mena-and-beyond/
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/the-social-contract-an-analytical-tool-for-countries-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa-mena-and-beyond/
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/le-contrat-social-un-outil-danalyse-pour-les-pays-de-la-region-moyen-orient-et-afrique-du-nord-mena-et-au-dela/
https://www.idos-research.de/analysen-und-stellungnahmen/article/der-gesellschaftsvertrag-ein-analyseinstrument-nicht-nur-fuer-laender-im-nahen-osten-und-in-nordafrika-mena/
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What is the substance of social contracts?
(Loewe et al. 2021; Loewe, Trautner & Zintl 2019, available in Arabic, English, French, German )

Society/ 

societal 

groups

‘State’/

Govern-

ment

Protection
(collective and individual security, 

incl. rule of law, dependent on state authority)

Provision
(resources, infrastructure, social/economic benefits, 

dependent on state capacity)

Participation
(in political decision making, 

generating state legitimacy)

Acceptance
(instead of fear of repression)

Taxes & possible

other obligations
(e.g. military or civil service)

Loewe et al. (2021)/Loewe, Trautner & Zintl (2019)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.104982
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/arabic-version-of-the-social-contract-an-analytical-tool-for-countries-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa-mena-and-beyond/
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/the-social-contract-an-analytical-tool-for-countries-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa-mena-and-beyond/
https://www.idos-research.de/briefing-paper/article/le-contrat-social-un-outil-danalyse-pour-les-pays-de-la-region-moyen-orient-et-afrique-du-nord-mena-et-au-dela/
https://www.idos-research.de/analysen-und-stellungnahmen/article/der-gesellschaftsvertrag-ein-analyseinstrument-nicht-nur-fuer-laender-im-nahen-osten-und-in-nordafrika-mena/
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Measuring the 3 Ps in social contracts
(IDOS DP: “Operationalising social contracts…”, Loewe, El-Haddad, Zintl, 2024)

Loewe, El-Haddad, 

Zintl (2024)

and SDG 16

https://doi.org/10.23661/idp8.2024
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Measuring the 3 Ps in social contracts
(IDOS DP: “Operationalising social contracts…”, Loewe, El-Haddad, Zintl, 2024)

Loewe, El-Haddad, 

Zintl (2024)

SDG 16 targets 

16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere

16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of 

children

16.3 Promote the rule of law at the national and international levels and ensure equal access 

to justice for all

16.4 By 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen the recovery and 

return of stolen assets and combat all forms of organized crime

16.5 Substantially reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms

16.6 Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all levels

16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all 

levels

16.8 Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the institutions of 

global governance

16.9 By 2030, provide legal identity for all, including birth registration

16.10 Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance 

with national legislation and international agreements

16.A Strengthen relevant national institutions, including through international cooperation, for 

building capacity at all levels, in particular in developing countries, to prevent violence and combat 

terrorism and crime

16.B Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws and policies for sustainable development

(Source: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/peace-justice/)

and SDG 16

https://doi.org/10.23661/idp8.2024
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Measuring the 3 Ps in social contracts
(IDOS DP: “Operationalising social contracts…”, Loewe, El-Haddad, Zintl, 2024)

Loewe, El-Haddad & Zintl (2024)

https://doi.org/10.23661/idp8.2024
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Measuring the 3 Ps in social contracts – by region
(IDOS DP: “Operationalising social contracts…”, Loewe, El-Haddad, Zintl, 2024)

Loewe, El-Haddad & Zintl (2024)

https://doi.org/10.23661/idp8.2024
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When do social contracts change?
(Special issue: “Drivers of change in social contracts”, Loewe et al. 2024)

More stable but not necessarily static:

• prevail as long as the contracting parties adhere to them

but: can be adjusted, replaced by new ones or overthrown

• more stable if they are adjusted in time to take account for 

– changes in the framework conditions (e.g. environmental)  

– changes in the relative distribution of power between their contracting parties

– changes in the prevailing norms 

Often, social contract reform does not take place, because of:

– lack of joint vision of the contracting parties

– internal spoilers 

– external spoilers

 Change requires institutionalized negotiations or extraordinary “windows of opportunity”

9

https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2024.2379733
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How can social contracts change?
(Special issue: “Drivers of change in social contracts”, Loewe et al. 2024)

Changes can take different forms:

10

large scale

small scale

gradual and continuous

(incremental)

sudden

(abrupt)

Loewe et al. (2024)

https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2024.2379733
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Summary and conclusions for policy makers

• Social contracts as simplified model of state-society’s give-and-take

• Benchmarking can help to discern critical gaps (similarly: Voluntary National Reviews)

• Continuous dialogue between governments and societies 

eases change without ruptures and stabilises social contracts

• National actors need to

– talk about pressing needs and agree on reforms 

– react to changing framework conditions 

– find windows of opportunity

• External actors can support by

– facilitating negotiations & point to windows of opportunity

– giving incentives or exerting pressure on spoilers of reform

11
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Thank you very much!
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