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Abstract

This thesis analysed the development of social security in the Republic o f Ireland from 1981 to 

2007, by providing a theoretically informed account of changes in expenditure, law and policy. 

The central argument o f the thesis is that social security in Ireland was not simply emasculated in 

the face of globalisation and related pressures. To the contrary, there is evidence of expansion 

and improvement, as well as evidence of retrenchment. On the whole, social security was a more 

encompassing system in 2007 than in 1981, and for some, more generous.

Internationally, scholars have identified retrenchment and other forms o f restructuring o f social 

security in advanced welfare states, notably those in the Anglo-Saxon ‘world of welfare’ This 

thesis offers a comprehensive analysis of social security in Ireland from 1981 to 2007 and shows 

that social security there adapted, but in complex ways that resulted in considerable continuity. 

Globalisation did not exert a direct, downward pressure on social security in Ireland, and the 

sources o f change were both national and global. As in other small welfare states, national 

institutions and politics mediate and structure change, and are particularly important in 

understanding social security developments. In Ireland’s case, over the time span of this study, 

change took a variety o f forms; cost containment and retrenchment, but also modernisation and 

expansion, all within the context of a continuing commitment to a system of national insurance.
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Summary

The central and related concerns o f this thesis are the applicability o f theories o f welfare state 

change to the experience o f the Republic o f Ireland, and the substantive developments in its 

social security system in recent decades. The thesis argues that a neo-institutionalist approach 

to welfare state change is particularly fruitful in analysing the Irish welfare state, and applies 

it to an understanding o f the question currently dominating welfare state scholarship: 

retrenchment.

The research is set against an international backdrop o f significant change in the welfare 

state; this change, it has been argued, is o f such a scale that some scholars have pointed to the 

emergence o f a new welfare state paradigm. The new paradigm is reflected in trends such as 

the emphasis on employment among the working aged population, the raising o f pension 

eligibility ages, a general trend towards less generous social security benefits, and 

restructuring o f social security to reflect the new risks arising in the post-industrial welfare 

state. Indeed, there is evidence that some states went beyond cost containment and 

modernisation, and engaged in direct and systematic retrenchment. That welfare states’ social 

security systems have changed in the past three decades is no longer in scholarly dispute, 

although there is disagreement about the origins, scale and direction o f change, and about the 

measurement and classification o f change.

The thesis begins with a review o f the theoretical literature on the development and recent 

evolution o f the welfare state generally and focuses in particular on the strengths of 

institutionalism as an explanatory framework. As the thesis points out. some o f the theoretical 

literature is not readily applicable to Ireland, but the most theoretically convincing analyses 

o f the development o f the Irish welfare state have drawn on institutionalist and state-centred 

approaches. There is, however, no theoretical analysis o f social security in Ireland during the 

recent decades; against a backdrop o f a wide and controversial international literature on the 

causes, patterns, and extent o f welfare state change, this is a significant deficit. The thesis 

attempts to address this deficit in three ways; first, by applying the dominant theoretical 

approach to the ‘Irish case’; second, by specifying the historical and institutional context, and 

third, by analysing and reporting on a range o f  sources over an extended period.



The analysis shows the value o f studying change over decades and across the social security 

system, rather than focusing on narrow time periods, individual social security programmes, 

or simple indicators. The research drew on detailed expenditure and associated data, official 

policy reports and social security legislation, and showed that a variety o f definitions and 

measures o f welfare o f state change can be combined in a single case study. In 1981, the 

trajectory o f the Irish social security system was towards a national social insurance system; 

at that point a suite o f income replacement benefits for the working aged population had been 

added. The 1980s was a period o f cost containment, and in the terms o f the international 

research there were instances o f retrenchment -  notably in the case o f sickness benefit for 

employees, and the social insurance entitlements o f the unemployed. In the 1990s the focus 

o f policy shifted to employment. Later still, post 2000, the growth and development o f social 

security resumed, and in fact this was a period o f expansion and improvement.

From 1981 to 2007, policy-makers adhered to a social insurance-assistance model with flat- 

rate benefits, and the main thrust o f the findings, therefore, is continuity. This overriding 

finding reflects quite varied and complex dynamics: institutional barriers to reform o f the 

‘male breadwinner’ model; a passive approach to the implementation o f activation; a 

persistent adherence to a basic security vision o f social protection, and a lack o f capacity at 

implementing structural reform.

The analysis confirms the value o f  case-driven, detailed accounts o f change and offers a 

number o f general insights. While confirming the value o f established classifications o f social 

security systems, the thesis analyses the factors that shaped social security in Ireland and 

shows that it is a hybrid system. There were multiple and counterbalancing influences on the 

formation o f social security and on its later evolution. These influences cannot be directly 

deduced from a simple characterisation o f the Irish state, or from a presumed place among 

Anglo-Saxon welfare states. Ireland offers yet another example o f a small welfare state 

whose social security system was not retrenched in the face o f globalisation. In this sense, the 

evidence o f this thesis is part o f a wider stream of scholarship on small states that places 

national politics and institutions at the core o f analyses o f welfare state change. Equally, the 

thesis acknowledges the distinctiveness o f the historical and contemporary character o f Irish 

social security, and confirms that institutionalist approaches are necessary to understand the 

evolution and impact o f general trends in specific contexts.
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Introduction

In his preface to the Oxford Handbook o f  the Welfare State, Leibfried (2010: xxxiii) 

observed that the welfare state (WS) as a subject of research “is as colossal as the giants of 

Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness it is charged with eradicating”. The colossal 

scale of WS research is due in some measure to the relatively recent growth of a particular 

field of research: WS politics. In mapping this latter field, Pierson (2006) identifies four 

themes: analyses of the emergence and development of welfare states; theories of WS crises; 

studies of WS resilience in the face of pressures to change, and finally - and more recently - 

interrogation of the contexts in which retrenchment and restructuring takes place in spite of 

political and institutional resistance. It is to the third and foiuth of these themes that the 

present thesis makes a contribution.

Against a backdrop of many studies that calibrate and explain changes in social security the 

thesis examines the development of social security in the Republic of Ireland from 1981 to 

2007. Social security here refers to the benefits administered by the Department o f Social 

Protection. These affected about one third of households in Ireland in 1981 and accounted for 

13% of GDP. During this time period the social security system evolved, after the abortive 

attempt in the early 1950s to introduce a social insurance system, and the flurry of additions 

to social security in the modernising 1960s and 1970s (Carey, 2008; McCashin, 2004). In the 

1980s and 1990s and beyond there were policy initiatives, for example, in relation to the 

scope of social insurance, gender equality, the construction of a supplementary pension 

system, and provisions for carers and low-paid employees.

The rationale for the thesis is three-fold. First, the causes of welfare state change are the 

subject of a wide and controversial research literature that dissects the role of politics, 

economics, and demography. Ireland offers an excellent context in which to study these 

factors because there was considerable variation in these factors over this time period. To 

begin with, the emergence of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy in the 1990s posed a sharp contrast 

with the decade of fiscal crisis and mass unemployment of the 1980s. This invites a range of 

questions about social security, notably; did the economic crisis in the 1980s trigger 

widespread retrenchment and, if so, was the retrenchment rescinded in the prosperous 1990s 

and later?

1



Politics may also have changed in this quarter century too. At a general level, the political 

salience o f social policy issues increased, as the relative treatment o f different groups in the 

population in relation to taxation and benefits became occasionally controversial. 

Furthermore, a new political party, the Progressive Democrats (PDs), was formed in 1985 

with an explicitly liberal agenda, a ‘European Liberal’ party in the words o f one o f its 

founders (Collins, 2005). This new party adopted a neo-liberal stance on social and economic 

policy. Equally, in the 1980s the revolutionary Workers Party achieved some electoral 

success. Perhaps left-right politics did emerge in Ireland at this time, then, as an influence on 

the development o f social security, replacing the incongruous ‘politics without social bases’. 

This could certainly be argued, if Castles’ and M cKinlay’s (1979B) analysis o f welfare 

expenditures is accepted: that what matters in welfare politics is not only the strength o f the 

Left, but the presence or absence o f a party o f the Right. Whatever the merits o f these 

arguments, the period in question is characterised by considerable political variation, with no 

less than six different combinations o f parties, spanning the political spectrum, participating 

in governments.

In relation to cultural change, Catholicism as a religious practice waned significantly in the 

last quarter century, reflecting the general trend to secularism in European and western 

Christian societies. But did this shape the welfare state and social security in particular and, if 

so, how? Observers o f the Irish welfare state routinely point to Catholicism as a defining 

feature o f the Irish welfare state, and specifically as an obstacle to the development o f social 

welfare. Did the decline in the Church’s power remove one obstacle to progress or strengthen 

the hand o f those disposed to retrenchment?

Finally, globalisation was perhaps the most dramatic change o f all. Ireland became the most 

globalised economy in the developed world during the Celtic Tiger era, so-called. Some 

analysts suggest that globalisation has challenged the welfare state and led to retrenchment. 

Some observers o f globalisation (Mishra. 1999) argued that it undermined national welfare 

states through the direct economic effects o f capital flows, foreign investment, mass 

migration o f  populations, and so on. Until the late 1990s the research literature was therefore 

heavily influenced by globalisation-induced retrenchment, variously described: ‘under 

pressure’, ‘being dismantled’ (Pierson, 1994, 1996, 2001b). The impact o f globalisation is 

increasingly questioned, and empirically the accumulating evidence gives little support to 

generalised claims about its direct impact. In fact, it is now claimed that globalisation might 

create imperatives to extend and improve social security (Glatzer and Rueschemeyer, 2005).
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The theoretical significance o f the Irish case should not be underestimated. If globalisation is 

a powerful, direct force, it will surely have affected social security in a small, open, highly 

globalised economy, especially given the supposedly ‘liberal’ nature o f the welfare state in 

Ireland.

The debate about welfare state change now focuses as much on ‘internal’ as external factors. 

On the one hand, it is now recognised that indigenous pressures on the WS are important 

(Pierson, 2001b). On the other, the structure o f national institutions and the interplay o f ideas 

and institutions will mediate pressures for change. A casual review o f developments in 

Ireland in the period under review draws attention to the need to examine ideas and 

institutions in the context o f a rapidly globalising and growing economy. Ideas may have 

played a role, both at the level o f general national ideas o f development and the specific level 

o f social security arrangements. There was some debate among policy actors about how 

social security might change; some o f the debates reflected wholly new principles and 

systems, while others implied mere increments o f change or change to one aspect such as 

pensions or child income support. Subject to considerable empirical qualification it appears, 

however, that Irish social security remained largely unresponsive to radical policy ideas. Is it 

possible, therefore, that ideas have played little role in the evolution o f social security and 

that institutions in their widest sense precluded significant change?

Second, during last the quarter century a body o f scholarship has emerged that has a distinct 

relevance to social security policy change in Ireland. Specifically, comparative and historical 

scholars in the last two decades have brought ‘the state back in’ (Scokpol, 1985) and, more 

widely, have developed an institutional approach to welfare state change. Informed by this 

approach, the thesis demonstrates that it is not possible to account for welfare state change by 

uncritically accepting that ‘external’ pressures like globalisation or ‘internal’ forces such as 

socio-economic interests or population ageing a have deterministic influence. Coherent 

accounts o f change combine an analysis o f welfare states’ particular places in the globalised 

economy with detailed accounts o f  internal pressures for change and o f  how institutions 

respond. These studies show that there is some scope for politics and institutions to adapt to 

or resist change, to shape the direction and timing o f change, and perhaps to actively adopt 

globalisation as a strategy.

Critically, institutional approaches show the importance o f state structures in shaping policy 

change. For example, Scokpol (1995) has shown how the populist, two-party, system in the
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u s  with a federal system o f government and two-tier legislature creates veto-points against 

social policy innovations. In similar vein, Bonoli (2000) compares the way different state 

structures and interest group representation in Britain and France resulted in different 

responses to the common problem o f ageing and public pension sustainability.

Furthermore, institutionalism can focus on the interplay between ideas and politics. It can 

show how policy makers respond to new ideas or adapt them to existing contexts, in turn 

illustrating how a policy idea can have different consequences in different settings. Hudson 

(2008) and his colleagues studied the way both Britain and Germany invoked the new Third 

Way social policy popularised by New Labour in Britain. In the British case, the Third Way 

agenda o f ‘active’ social policy as a response to the challenges facing the welfare state was 

enthusiastically implemented; welfare payments were restricted and made strongly 

conditional, and job search requirements were rigorously applied to the unemployed and 

other claimant groups. ‘Active’ social policy and activation, although explicitly adopted as an 

idea by the German Chancellor and the policy elite, came to mean substantively different 

things in the German context. Here, active social security entailed a strengthening o f the 

established, corporatist social insurance system combined with moderate tightening o f the 

work requirements o f labour market outsiders such as the young unemployed.

The institutional approach uses the metaphor o f ‘paths’ and places change in a historical 

context. This metaphor allows an understanding o f the actual choices that policy makers face, 

and the sequences and contexts in which they make them. Past policy choices create 

institutions such as social insurance funds or occupational pensions; they also create new 

political actors and interests such as welfare claimant groups. In short, even in the face o f 

objective imperatives to change, policy makers cannot make policy de novo, as a policy path 

previously chosen may not be easily repudiated: policy change may be ‘path dependent’.

This is not to suggest that change never takes place. The insights that path dependency gives 

can be combined with careful analysis o f the degree o f change that occurs and the time period  

over which it occurs to highlight the dimensions and processes o f change. One authoritative 

institutional theorist Hall (1993) distinguished between levels o f change, in ascending order, 

as follows; settings, instruments and goals. This distinction is very relevant to social security 

change. Governments confronting the costs o f public pension sustainability have found that 

altering a society’s goals to embrace fiscal sustainability may be politically impossible in the 

short term, because o f what it might entail; lower pension levels, higher pension ages, higher
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contributions from employees, for example. However, it might be easier to alter settings 

(such as indexation formulae, or contribution rates) or to introduce new policy instruments 

(incentives for private saving or tax subsidies for occupational pensions). It is precisely these 

kinds o f changes that will lead to the gradual attenuation o f Germany’s generous state, 

eamings-related pension (Schmahl, 2007). In some circumstances policy actors may 

strategically use lower order change in settings and instruments to gently push policy on to a 

new path. Alternatively, the cumulative impact over time o f inherently smaller changes may 

have the unintended effect o f creating a new policy paradigm (Hall, 1993).

Institutional approaches allow us, finally, to study the social actors and political agents who 

inhabit institutions. Policy work is conducted by real individuals who have agency and 

motives (Clasen, 2005). Studying policy change therefore requires attention to the role o f key 

individuals and their capacities to exercise power, authority and influence. These individuals 

include, for example, senior civil servants, trade union officials, and government ministers

Thirdly, theoretical considerations aside, an empirical analysis o f social security policy 

making in Ireland is long overdue. Although there is a comprehensive body o f social policy 

work, both scholarly and popular, analysing social security policy and its social outcomes in 

terms o f poverty, income distribution, and so on, there is a dearth o f detailed studies o f policy 

making. In fact, the case for an empirical study o f social security policy making is all the 

stronger in the light o f the cursory treatment o f social security in analyses o f Irish politics and 

the Irish state. Illustrations from, or selective data about social security have been invoked to 

assert that the Irish state is a ‘competition state’ (Murphy and Kirby, 2008), that it has some 

‘corporatist’ (McLaughlin, 1993) elements, or that it has a particular form o f welfare regime 

constructed by an ‘autonomous’ state (O ’Connell and Rothman, 1992). None o f these or the 

other available characterisations are grounded in detailed empirical analysis o f social 

security.

There is a further empirical puzzle. Scholars o f WS retrenchment can begin their analyses of 

an individual country at an important analytical benchmark -w here it fits in the ‘worlds o f 

welfare’ -  and then deduce insightful hypotheses about past and future lines o f development. 

However, the location o f Ireland’s place in the worlds o f  welfare is somewhat uncertain: it is 

“an interesting hybrid model” (Antoniades, 2009:40). By implication, its historical and recent 

development may be affected by multiple, and perhaps contradictory influences. Therefore,
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careful study o f this hybrid case may shed new light on how WS dynamics operate in specific 

contexts.

Esping-Andersen (1990) in his celebrated work The Three Worlds o f  Welfare Capitalism  

lamented the fact that welfare state researchers are often not interested in the welfare state per 

se, but use it as a lens to examine some larger concept like the state or power. The same can 

be said o f research on the Irish welfare state, and specifically social security. This thesis is 

prompted by the neglect Esping-Andersen has identified and examines social security as a 

phenomenon in its own right.

Accordingly, the thesis has two inter-related objectives:

First, to provide a comprehensive analysis o f the extent o f change in social security in Ireland 

from 1981-2007;

Second, in the light o f the extensive literature on the institutional structuring o f WS change, 

to explain the patterns o f change

Outline of the Thesis

The introductory remarks above give the rationale for the thesis.

Chapter one reviews the theoretical literature on welfare state change, focusing in particular 

on the strengths o f new institutionalism.

Chapter two gives the historical background to Irish social security, reviews the accounts of 

its development, and places the social security system in a comparative context.

Chapter three sets out the analytical framework for the case study and outlines the 

methodology

The empirical core o f the thesis is contained in chapters four and five; these comprise 

respectively a quantitative analysis o f social security expenditure and benefits, and a 

documentary analysis o f evolving principles, legislation and policy. Chapter five concludes 

with a historical perspective on the path o f change and identifies varied forms o f continuity 

and change.

Chapter six briefly summarises the findings and reflects on their implications for future 

research on the Irish welfare state and for institutional approaches to WS change.
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To anticipate the key findings o f the thesis, the degree o f change in Irish social security was 

moderate, especially when viewed against the international backdrop o f significant - even 

radical -  change in other contexts. There was a striking, underlying continuity over the time 

period 1981-2007.
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Chapter 1

The Theory of Welfare State Change

Introduction

This chapter reviews the literature on WS change and proceeds as follows. It begins by 

contrasting the analyses o f crisis that were so influential in the 1970s and 1980s, with the 

concerns o f current and recent scholarship. The central concern o f the chapter then follows: a 

review o f theoretical approaches to welfare state change, including a detailed exposition of 

the new institutionalist approach to WS change. The chapter concludes with an assessment of 

institutionalism as an analytical strategy.

The earliest studies o f welfare state change (Heclo, 1973; Rimlinger, 1971; Gilbert, 1966) 

focused on the origins and development o f welfare states’ first provisions and on the variation 

across states in the timing, character and later development o f welfare. This work was 

followed by a second body o f scholarship; an analysis o f the inevitable limits (Flora. 1987) to 

WS growth and the presence o f  contradictions and crisis in the political economy o f the 

mature welfare states (Mishra, 1984; O ’Connor, 1973; Gough, 1979; Ginsburg, 1979). In last 

two decades or so, scholars have been concerned to ascertain whether the welfare state is 

being ‘dismantled’ (Pierson, 1994) or otherwise ‘transformed’ (Seeleib-Kaiser, 2008). Two 

fundamental themes reverberate across these successive waves o f research: first, cross

national variation. Do all welfare states emerge and grow in response to similar pressures 

and. later, respond in similar ways to retrenchment pressures? Second, the applicability o f 

theories o f WS growth to WS decline: can the same theoretical approaches that enlighten the 

growth o f welfare states also explain its contraction? Esping-Andersen insisted that “a theory 

that seeks to explain welfare-state growth should also be able to understand its retrenchment 

or decline” (Esping-Andersen, 1990:32). Pierson (1996), in contrast, asserted that the 

dynamics o f  decline are qualitatively different to those o f expansion - there is a ‘new politics’ 

o f the welfare state.

W elfare State Crises

In the early 1990s empirical research on the welfare state began to explicitly question 

whether the WS was in decline. Subsequent to Pierson’s (1994) speculation about the 

‘dismantling’ o f the welfare state, Ploug (1995) likewise raised the prospect o f the
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‘liquidation’ o f social security and offered an initial audit o f reductions in provisions. Why 

did scholars turn their attention in this way to the empirical analysis o f welfare state 

developments?

The substantive background was the end o f the Golden Age o f post-war capitalism and the 

lower rates o f growth o f capitalist economies after the oil crises o f the 1970s. Having grown 

at an annual average rate o f 5% in the decade to 1974, OECD economies’ growth rate fell to 

2% in 1975 and nine OECD economies actually contracted in 1975. The decade 1974 to 1984 

was punctuated by a second oil crisis in 1979 and in this decade annual average growth across 

OECD economies was 2%. This deteriorating economic backdrop led to a rise in 

unemployment, an escalation o f public debt, and persistently high inflation. Pierson’s 

(2006:146) overview o f these developments summarises the changed economic underpinning 

for the welfare state circa 1980: “Governments throughout the developed West were 

simultaneously failing to achieve the four major economic policy objectives -  growth, low 

inflation, full employment and balance o f trade -  on which the post-war order had been 

based”.

The persistently poor economic performance changed the terms on which the welfare state 

was analysed by social scientists and debated by the public, in a number o f ways. First, 

political economy - both liberal and Marxist -  had a new context in which to elaborate notions 

o f  crisis and contradiction. In a Marxist vein, Gough (1979), Ginsburg (1979), Offe, (1984) 

O ’Connor (1973), and others pointed to these new circumstances as evidence o f fundamental 

problems in the welfare state. O ’ Connor’s (1973) formulation in the Fiscal Crisis o f  the 

Welfare State was particularly influential. He reasoned that the capitalist state must fulfil two 

basic, but contradictory functions - accumulation and legitimation:

A capitalist state that openly uses its coercive forces to help one class accumulate capital at the 

expense of the other loses its legitimacy and hence undermines the basis of its loyalty and support. 

But a state that ignores the necessity of assisting the process of capital accumulation risks drying up 

the source of its own power, the economy’s surplus production capacity, and the taxes drawn from 

this surplus. (O’ Connor, 1973 cited in Pierson, 2006:148)

In other words, the legitimation costs necessary for accumulation undermine profitable 

accumulation. For O ’ Connor and his adherents these contradictions in the late 20*'’ had reached 

crisis point and the possible collapse o f the capitalist mode o f production. Offe’s (1984) 

analysis o f the welfare state likewise identified contradictions, but suggested that they could be
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thought of as problems or dilemmas that could be resolved through “a circumspect balancing of 

the two components” (Offe, 1984:153). The important point for Offe is as follows:

The contradiction is that w hile  capitalism  cannot co -ex ist  with, neither can it co -ex ist w ithou t the 

w elfare state. T his is exactly  the conditions to w hich  w e refer w hen using the concept o f  

contradiction (O ffe , 1 9 8 4 :1 5 3 ;  e m p h a s is  in  o r ig in a l).

In these crisis accounts, the political and social impacts of the welfare state on the working 

class are at best ambiguous. It offers a degree of redistribution and amelioration of 

capitalism’s worst effects, but it does so in ways that incorporate, control or even repress the 

working class, as Ginsburg, (1979:47), for example, argued in his Marxist critique of 

British social security:

in fact, the socia l security system  is concerned with the reproduction o f  capitalist socia l relations. 

T his is apparent in the general sense in w hich it represents and m aintains an im age o f  the 

b en evo len ce o f  capitalist society , cu sh ion ing  individual m em bers o f  the w ork ing cla ss from the 

w orst con seq u en ces o f  unem ploym ent, d isability , and fam ily  break-up, and so on. H ow ever, the 

socia l security system  a lso  reproduces capitalist socia l relations in m ore particular and direct w ays  

through a variety o f  d iscretionary pow ers and bureaucratic d ev ices, as w ell as in its p olicy  

fundam entals.

These neo-Marxist notions of crisis and contradiction had “surprising parallels” with neo

liberal critiques of the welfare state, as Offe (1984:157) observed. For neo-liberals, the 

imperatives of profitability and growth are undermined because of the disincentives to work, 

save, and invest created by the welfare state. Furthermore, in the context o f liberal democracy, 

welfare states created crises o f ‘ungovernability’ and ‘overload’. The post-war welfare state as 

well as creating substantive economic problems also engendered impossible demands and 

expectations on the state - demands and expectations mediated through competitive parties and 

elections. As for the working class and the poor, the neo-liberals too ascribed particular 

consequences to the welfares state; the rise of an excluded underclass, the erosion of 

conventional family structures, and the growth of costly and perverse incentives in welfare state 

provisions.

The analytical origins of both these ‘neo’ critiques are in 19"' century political economy, and 

they also share one other feature: an analysis of the impact of the 20‘̂  century welfare state, 

albeit their associated political and policy programmes run in ideologically different directions, 

as summarized in Table 1.1. These critiques - and their politicisation - led to scepticism about
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the future o f the welfare state. In 1984, summarising both the crisis debates and the substantive 

context o f the welfare state, Mishra (1984: xiii) concluded that “both the practice and the 

rationale o f the welfare state is in jeopardy” .

Table 1.1 Neo Marxist and Neo-Liberal Critiques o f the Welfare State

C ritiq ue Impact o f  the W elfare State

Economic Political Social

N eo-m arxist Contradiction between  

accumulation and legitimation

Incorporation, repression, or 

division o f  the working class

Persistent inequality 

and poverty

N eo-lib era l Dysfunctions in capital and labour 

markets due to ‘crow ding out’ and 

perverse incentives

Rise in expectations and 

demands due to dem ocratic/ 

electoral processes

Growth o f  underclass, fam ily  

breakdown, decline in work  

m otivation, em ergence o f  

dependency culture

Second, other scholars increasingly acknowledged that - even if notions o f contradiction and 

crisis were implausible - the welfare state was entering a new phase. Flora’s (1987) notion o f 

‘growth to lim its’ and Huber and Stephens’ (2001) analysis o f the welfare state reflect this 

perspective. Reflecting on the past development and likely future o f welfare states. Flora 

noted that by the early 1980s they had matured. Welfare states had widely encompassing 

systems o f social protection, and broad social provisions in pensions, health, education, and so 

on. “All this”, he concluded, “makes the growth rates o f  the past seem unnecessary” (1987; 

xxiii), quite apart from the economic constraints welfare states were beginning to face. 

Significantly, Flora offered a prescient analysis o f emerging “basic challenges” to the welfare 

state; population ageing, the changing sexual division o f labour and the need for a new 

contract between the genders, changing values and the necessity o f a new contract between 

citizens and the state. These trends “challenge the adaptive capacity o f welfare state 

institutions” (Flora. 1987: xxviii).

While Flora and colleagues identified new challenges in national contexts, Huber and 

Stephens’ account stressed global economic pressures. In the 1970s, they suggest, 

governments responded to the economic crises in an ad hoc, “fumbling” manner, but in the 

1980s “they realized that the game had fundamentally changed and adjusted policy



accordingly” (2001: 206). By that point, governments too not only recognised the changed 

economic environment but, to varying degrees, began to implement cutbacks. For example, 

Sweden introduced a waiting day for sick pay in 1980; the post 1982 government in (West) 

Germany- amongst other changes- tightened the eligibility rules for unemployment benefit, 

reduced these benefits and weakened legal entitlement to social assistance; Britain abandoned 

its income related social insurance (241-299). The changes governments made in the 1980s 

were “modest, or at least not system transforming”, Britain and New Zealand excepted (Huber 

and Stephens, 2001:300).

The third change was the politicisation o f the welfare state and specifically the rise to power 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s in some countries o f parties ideologically hostile to the 

welfare state. Britain and the United States were the iconic cases here, with the ascent to 

office o f Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan respectively. Critically, these leaders and 

their parties fashioned policy programs that defined the welfare state as the cause o f their 

countries’ economic and social problems. However, as Pierson (2006) has stressed, the UK 

and USA experience needs to be interpreted carefully. While these explicitly neo-liberal 

leaders and parties were electorally dominant in the 1980s in their respective countries, the 

corresponding success o f  liberal parties in many other European countries was short-lived; 

there was undoubtedly a generalized decline in Left support and government incumbency in 

the 1970s, but this decline proved cyclical. While the Right retained power in the USA, UK 

and West Germany in the 1980s, the Left either remained in power or returned to office 

during the decade 1982-1992 in France, Spain, Sweden, Canada, Portugal, Greece, Norway, 

amongst other countries.

These political developments - whether perceived as temporary or permanent - planted 

questions in the minds o f both scholars and the public. Were Left and Social Democratic 

parties still free to implement ‘left’ or welfare state policies when in office? Did the political 

success o f the Right reflect -  or indeed create - a popular and political repudiation o f the post

war welfare consensus? In 1984 Mishra (1984:25) declared that:

The broad consensus concerning the mixed econom y and the welfare state so characteristic o f  

western societies since the Second World War has weakened a good deal in recent years. The 

welfare state is faced with a crisis o f  legitimacy.

This kind o f argument generated new work among sociologists and political scientists on the 

normative basis o f the welfare state. The early studies o f WS attitudes in the late 1980s and
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early 1990s were, according to Svallors’ review, “strongly supportive o f an encompassing 

welfare state” (Svallors, 2010:242) These studies showed predictable cross-national patterns; 

for example, stronger commitment to the welfare state in Nordic countries and greater social 

division in the liberal countries such as the UK and USA (Svallors, 2010). However, this body 

o f work did not offer a clear answer to the question o f long-run changes over time; was 

welfare state legitimacy in decline? Whatever the empirical answer to that question, welfare 

state observers were faced with one o f two equally interesting scenarios; either declining 

legitimacy in a context o f economic constraints and new challenges, or continued public 

support for the welfare state that could collide- as it were -  with the new economic 

imperatives.

In sum, after the end o f the Golden, post-war era the welfare state experienced an interregnum 

in which both normative and scholarly debates took place about the actual and preferred 

future direction o f the welfare state. The stage was set for scholars to theorise about change 

and to begin identifying and analysing its sources and implications.

In the 1990s, partly in response to the claims and counter-claims o f liberal and Marxist crisis 

theories, welfare state analyses changed. The analytical centre o f gravity shifted to middle- 

range theory and away from overarching notions about globalisation, crisis and lost 

legitimacy; this work aspired to develop a framework for understanding WS change, and 

specifically for tracing the impact o f large-scale forces such as globalisation on specific 

welfare states or programmes. Critically, much o f the new analysis was empirical: describing, 

classifying and quantifying the nature and extent o f change. In studies o f the emergence and 

development o f the welfare state, the wide-ranging scholarship is usually classified into the 

following repertoire o f approaches; functionalism-modemisation (FM); conflict and logic o f 

politics (PL), and state-centred, institutional approaches (IN). This classification has carried 

over into the field o f contemporary WS change and present-day scholars apply it to map and 

review the literature (Starke, 2006; Carey, 2008; Viz, 2010). Accordingly, the discussion 

begins by reviewing the logic o f industrialisation and logic o f  politics approaches. Then it 

outlines the dominant theoretical approach - institutionalism: its origins, and particular 

applicability to the contemporary welfare state and social security.

F unctionalism-modernisation

FM analyses were particularly influential in accounts o f the emergence and growth o f the WS, 

arguing that it reflected “both the new needs and resources generated by the process o f
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industrialisation” (Pierson, 2006:18; em phases in original). W ilensky (1975) fashioned a 

particularly determ inistic version o f  this approach, asserting in a w idely cited statem ent that 

econom ic growth and its dem ographic and associated outcom es are the “root cause o f  the 

general emergence o f  the welfare state” (1975: xiii). This account dism issed any role for 

political factors in the W S ’s origins and developm ent, and placed W S developm ent in the 

context o f forces com m on to developed econom ies in the 20^  ̂ century; econom ic growth, 

technological change, and the expansion o f  social citizenship. The logic here is both 

evolutionary and convergent. A m ore sophisticated form  o f  FM identifies a w ider 

m odernisation dynamic (Flora and H eidenheim er, 1987). This variant traces the im pact o f  

econom ic developm ent and industrialisation on social, dem ographic and fam ily structures, and 

sources the WS in the politically constructed attem pts at social integration in response to the 

dislocations occasioned by industrialisation.

In M odernisation. D em ocratisation and  the D evelopm ent o f  Welfare States in Western 

Europe, Flora and H eidenheim er (1981), for exam ple, elaborated a three-w ay relationship 

betw een the functional dem ands o f  industrialisation, the im pacts o f  political dem ocratisation 

and m obilisation, and the disposition and capacity o f  governm ents and political elites to 

respond to social issues. Expressed in these less determ inistic term s, FM allow s that the 

sequencing and tim ing o f  the causal processes (industrialisation, dem ocratisation, and 

political m obilisation) differ across nation states, and that the political form ation o f  the WS 

also differs according to the cleavages underpinning political and social m obilisation. In one 

context (Germ any) an authoritarian leader attem pted to pre-em pt grow ing m obilisation with 

anticipatory, am eliorative reforms, while in another a broadly-based, parliam entary 

governm ent responded to popular dem ands for social reform  (Great Britain). Hence, as Hicks 

(1995) and colleagues pointed out in their analysis o f  social security, against broadly sim ilar 

m odernisation-w orking class m obilisation backgrounds there are discernibly different and 

politically-related routes to full social security: a B ism arckian route, a Left-liberal dem ocratic 

route, and a Catholic paternalistic route. C learly, this variant o f  FM  explicitly incorporates 

political factors to explain the tim ing and extent o f  W S growth, while presum ing an 

underlying evolutionary logic

In the context o f the present thesis - the contem porary w elfare state - FM poses two related 

analytical issues: the role o f  FM -type reasoning, and the substantive sources o f  contem porary 

WS change. Functionalism  (based on a biological analogy) view s each society as a whole 

system  that adapts to survive and prosper; the characteristics o f  society - for exam ple, that it
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has a welfare system, is not a matter of chance. Welfare systems are obviously functional in 

some way to the society as whole - otherwise they would not be there. It is important to stress 

that such functional logic about the emergence of the WS can take both liberal and Marxist 

forms, with the latter viewing the WS as an aid to the ‘needs’ of capitalism. In the terms of the 

Parsonian functionalism of the 1950s and 1960s, the WS facilitates societies to fulfil their 

fundamental functions in the context of a shift from a pre-industrial, undifferentiated social 

order to a secular, specialised, complex order. Thus, the WS secures social integration, goal 

attainment, pattern maintenance, and so on. In relation to the emergence of the WS, FM 

reasoning identifies antecedents (for example, industrialisation) and imputes, or explicitly 

attributes, outcomes (the development of social security) to these antecedents. The logic is 

that ‘needs’ invariably give rise to responses or, in Flora and Heidenheimer’s (1981) 

formulation, the WS can be viewed as an answer to developmental problems.

Jones (1985:44-5) pointed to the circularity of this reasoning and summarized the difficulties 

of functional, need-response accounts:

Functionalists tend to look back upon what has happened and conclude that this must on balance 

and by definition, have been functional (whether or not along the lines envisaged by the original 

actors involved) to the extent that the system or systems in question have actually survived and 

seem ingly prospered, at least until recently. A s stated, such suppositions do not readily lend 

them selves either to proof or disproof empirically.

Continuing the critique by noting the presumed absence of conflict and the focus on society 

as a whole, Jones (1985:44) also observes that:

Functionalism, in other words, tends to focus on presumed net outcom es rather than upon specific 

outcom es and to concentrate upon society as a whole to the neglect o f  its possibly warring 

constituents parts.

FM logic, if expressed in universal and deterministic terms has limited explanatory value. 

However, functional reasoning, as distinct from functional explanation, has a role in an 

analyzing causal processes. Analysts may specify objective functions or points of reference - 

and hence ‘needs’, but explanations of change require such functions to be linked to goal- 

oriented action and perhaps processes of societal adaptation, trial and error. In short, the 

‘needs’ identified in functional reasoning may not be met at all- or will be met at varying 

speeds and in varying ways in different contexts. It is therefore unsurprising that an added 

criticism of FM is that it cannot explain variation. As Skocpol (1985, 1995) suggests, these
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theories of WS development were originally devised to understand European experiences and 

may not extrapolate to wider contexts.

The contrast between Esping-Andersen’s (2002) assertion that we need  a new welfare state 

and Bonoli’s (2013) analysis o f ‘active’ social policy illustrates this point clearly in a 

contemporary context. Esping-Andersen and colleagues documented the systemic challenges 

to the contemporary welfare state -  the rise o f the service economy, changing family 

structures, and so on. They then identified functional imperatives for change, for example, 

“the muhi-dimensional compatibility problem” (2002:70) o f trying to sustain fertility, 

implement gender equality for women and mothers, while also securing adequate incomes and 

services for families. For Esping-Andersen and colleagues this all points to the need for “a 

new gender contract” (2002:68-95), including activation, strong family policies such as child 

care for working parents and comprehensive family-work reconciliation provisions. Bonoli 

(2013), however, shows that welfare states have varied in the scope, timing and pattern of 

their responses to such needs. Illustrating the gap between imperatives to change and 

processes that generate change, Bonoli records that Southern European countries show “little 

sign” o f embracing such policies “despite relatively strong pressure pushing in this direction” 

(2013:4). The general implication o f Bonoli’s findings about Active Social Policy is that 

functional pressures for change do not explain patterns o f change: the pressures are a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for change. Accordingly, analyses o f the contemporary 

WS -  even those that embody functional reasoning -  should avoid crude functionalist 

terminology such as ‘needs’, and formulate understandings o f change in more open-ended 

terms (Pierson, 2001; Scharpf, 2000).

Turning to the substantive modernization processes in the contemporary WS, these are well- 

documented and variously described; ‘permanent austerity’ (Pierson, 2001); ‘modernization 

in hard times’ (Hausemann. 2010). A particularly controversial, empirical question about 

these processes is the role o f globalisation and its importance relative to indigenous pressures. 

Is globalisation a functional imperative to WS change and retrenchment? At one extreme, 

there is a long tradition in political economy that emphasises the positive association between 

globalisation and the welfare state (Katzenstein, 1985). Globalisation (specifically, trade 

openness) creates economic insecurity and therefore opportunities and incentives for left-wing 

parties in particular to construct welfare defences, as it were. This is the ‘compensation’ 

thesis; the WS protects the economically vulnerable and compensates the losers. Katzenstein
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demonstrated how small states may experience this imperative particularly acutely. At the 

other extreme, scholars have linked globalisation to WS crisis and retrenchment (for example, 

Huber and Stephens, 2001). In this formulation globalisation reduces the autonomy of 

national states and induces reductions in national states’ social provisions - the efficiency 

thesis, so-called (Mishra, 1999). Other scholars (Swank, 2002) contend that globalisation 

impinges only on the liberal welfares states, leaving the generous European welfare states 

unaffected, while quite the opposite claim is advanced by Castles (2009; 2007)

The empirical literature suggests a nuanced interpretation. For example, Brady and Seckfield 

(2006) reported a statistical analysis that highlights the complexities. They begin by 

specifying three versions of the welfare state dependent variable: de-commodification. based 

on Allan and Scruggs’ (2006) revision of Esping-Andersen’s index; social spending as % of 

GDP; and. social cash transfers as % of GDP. Then they compute a variety of independent 

variables (17 in total) reflecting different dimensions of globalisation such as globalisation 

advantage (Net trade, foreign investment, etc.), openness (total investment flows etc.) and 

globalisation threat (net migration, imports from LDCs etc.) Prior to analysing the impact of 

globalisation, they first report a model without globalisation variables. The important finding 

here is that class and politics variables have strong explanatory power. Contra the claims of 

those who argue that globalisation renders these factors irrelevant, these data confirm the 

persistence of class-related factors; Left cabinet has a positive effect and Right Cabinet a 

negative effect on the three WS measures. Brady and Beckfield (2006:933) conclude: “In the 

globalisation era, the power constellations/power resources approach continues to be useful 

since partisan differences remain”.

Do globalisation variables feature in the analysis? Over the time period of their data (1975- 

2001) average measures of globalisation grew significantly while the three WS measures 

remained broadly stable. The implication of this preliminary finding is confirmed in the 

analysis: the effects of globalisation are statistically small and complex. Some aspects of 

globalisation have positive effects and others negative; for example, net trade and trade 

openness have statistically significant positive effects on de-commodification, but negative 

effects on social expenditures. The evidence also points to non-linear effects on globalisation. 

In the case o f the social transfers variable, for example, FDI openness causes a reduction at 

low levels of globalisation, a declining negative effect at medium levels and a positive effect 

at high levels. Brady and Beckfield (2005:944) suggest that, on the one hand, “strong claims
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about globalisation are unwarranted”, but on the other, “it seems premature to dismiss 

globalisation’s influence”. They conclude that “Globalisation does not have one overall effect 

on the welfare state. Different facets o f globalisation have different effects in different 

directions” .

Cast studies o f countries’ political economies offer another approach to globalisation. Glatzer 

and Rueschemeyer (2005) adopt this approach and show that the conduits through which 

globalisation affects welfare states depends on countries’ places in the world economic 

system. Globalisation impacts will differ, for example, between mature corporatist welfare 

states, post-communist East European states, and middle-income Latin American states. They 

offer a compendium of country studies and attempt to arbitrate between compensation and 

efficiency arguments about globalisation. Confirming the relative immunity o f mature welfare 

states to direct, negative impacts, they conclude (2005:207) that “neither o f the two arguments 

can account for the whole set o f outcomes”. In fact, their wide sample o f country studies leads 

them to this general conclusion;

The very variability o f  ou tcom es im plies that the advances o f  international econ om ic integration  

during the past tw o decades do not constitute a d evelopm en t that defines the future o f  social 

w elfare w orldw ide. Equally important is another strongly supported claim : Politics m akes a 

d ecisiv e  d ifference for the con sequ en ces o f  econ om ic globalisation  for social p olicy  in a g iven  

country.

Comparison o f individual countries’ experiences, notably those o f small states, reveals the 

factors mediating the effects o f globalisation (Obinger, 2010; Glatzer and Rueschemeyer, 

2005). These factors insulate mature welfare states; high and long-standing integration in the 

world economy, successful management o f trade and fiscal policies; a high productivity 

labour force; political and societal coalitions favourable to social policy; high public 

expectations based on past experience; and social provisions grounded in legitimate, enduring 

institutions. New Zealand in the early 1980s, for example, did not meet the first o f these 

criteria, and hence the sudden and sharp opening o f its economy exerted pressure on its 

welfare state. Conversely, among lower income countries, particular attributes render them 

susceptible to adverse impacts, such as; sudden or unsuccessful opening o f the economy; past 

dependence on unsustainable international credit; competition based on low-wage/low skill 

sectors; unsupportive political coalitions; excessively high or low public expectations; pre

existing segmented or clientilist social provisions (Glatzer and Ruesemeyer, 2005: 10-22).
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Many Latin American states endured combinations of these vulnerabilities in the 1980s and 

1990s.

Against the backdrop of both Pierson’s (2001) dismissal of globalisation and the contrasting 

globalisation-crisis narrative, it is important to note that globalisation may, in fact, trigger WS 

expansion. Glatzer’s (2005) analyses of Spain and Portugal in the 1970s and 1980s are 

examples of expansion and globalisation: they “clearly demonstrate that it is possible to open 

the economy to international trade and capital flows and at the same time to build a 

comprehensive welfare state” (Glatzer, 2005:126). These countries effected transitions to 

democracy and EU membership and opened and liberalised their economies. In both cases, 

across the political spectrum, European norms were invoked as grounds for economic and 

social reform. While their experiences confirm hypothesised links between globalisation and 

welfare expansion, they also how these links occur in specific contexts. In Spain, economic 

liberalisation resulted in large-scale employment losses in protected industries; those affected 

were compensated through generous unemployment compensation and early retirement. 

Portugal is an example of how externally induced risk combined with popular demands to 

expand social policies. As well experiencing the effects of the 1970s oil crisis, Portugal 

experienced large-scale immigration and demobilisation, the loss of colonies and the pent-up 

social demand from the lifting of the dictatorship. These pressures led to the rapid 

modernisation of social protection.

Korea offers an equally clear case of globalisation with expansion (Zoon and Keun, 2006). Its 

welfare system was corporate and familial during the phase of authoritarian industrialisation 

that lasted till the late 1980s. The first phase of democratisation and economic openness 

occurred from then until the mid-1990s, and the latter half of the 1990s was a period o f both 

rapid globalisation and financial crisis. Globalisation and its effects “dramatically 

demonstrated the gross inadequacy of the Korean welfare regime” (Zoon and Kuen, 2006: 

252). This was the globalisation imperative for WS expansion, and it was facilitated by the 

pro-labour policies and constituency of the newly elected President (Kim Dae Jung). In the 

event, Korea rapidly transformed its unemployment payments system, universalised pensions, 

and inaugurated a Livelihood Security Act.

The implication of these cases is not that they show wholly expansionary or egalitarian 

change induced exclusively by globalisation. Globalisation interacted with other transitions, 

and the changes enmeshed these newly expanding welfare states in long-term cost
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containment frameworks - in Korea’s case the dictats of the IMF agreement at the time of the 

1998 financial crisis, and in the Iberian cases long-term adherence to the EU’s Maastricht 

budgetary criteria.

Finally in relation to globalisation, the empirical work is complex and ambiguous; even 

where careful, quantitative analyses find globalisation effects they are small (Swank, 2010). 

In a review of empirical studies Genschel (2004: 632) observed that: “the data speak, but with 

a forked tongue”. Social constructionists point out that this ambiguity reflects the lack of 

consideration to discourse (Cox, 2001). The impact of globalisation on the WS depends, in 

part, on discourses, defined as “whatever policy actors say to one another and to the public 

more generally in their efforts to construct and legitimate their policy programs” (Schmidt. 

2000:169). Similar welfare states (in terms of globalisation pressures and other variables) will 

experience different degrees and types of change that reflect the varying content of 

legitimating discourses, and the varying capacities of policy actors across states to construct 

such discourses. Cox’s (2001) account of Denmark, Netherlands, and Germany shows how 

the variation across these institutionally similar contexts is explained by socially constructed 

differences in discourses. Clearly, ideas about globalisation and appropriate responses to it 

matter.

It is possible therefore, in specific analytical contexts, to identify how globalisation might 

exert an influence by analysing the timing and dimensions of globalisation, its political and 

social construction, and the positive and negative impacts these impart through particular 

channels of causation. Equally, the potentially small and indirect effects of globalisation must 

be viewed alongside the effects of domestic pressures. Starke concluded that “the impact of 

domestic pressure seems to overshadow the influence of economic globalization, despite the 

great attention given to external challenges in the public debate” (Starke, 2006:115). In fact, 

there is general agreement among scholars (Pierson, 2001 A; Bonoli, 2006) that the important 

functional pressures on the WS are domestic in nature and arise from the following 

transitions:

• The decline of manufacturing and rise of the service economy and the inherently lower 

rate of productivity growth and hence economic growth;

• The maturation of the WS in terms of scale and coverage, generating large public 

expenditures notably in health and pensions;
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• The ageing o f  the population in welfare states which independently exacerbate health 

and pension costs;

• The change in household structures towards smaller households and single person 

households arising from increased divorce, non-marital births, rising life expectancy 

among the elderly, increased maternal employment and lower fertility.

Each one o f these trends has implications for either the economic capacity o f the WS to 

generate revenues or the current and future demands on the WS. For example, the infamously- 

named Baumol’s disease o f lower services productivity affects not only the wider economy but 

has a direct impact on the (potentially) large public services sectors in health, education, care 

services, and so on. The rise o f small, and one-person and lone-parent households may require 

the state to meet needs formerly internalised in families and households. As Pierson (2001b:98) 

concludes in his trenchant repudiation o f globalisation as a source o f change, welfare states 

subject to these transitions would be under pressure “even in the absence o f trends associated 

with globalisation” .

Putting the analytical focus on these inherently national rather than global processes has two 

implications. First, the configurations o f pressures across welfare states are varied - and some 

o f these pressures imply increased- not reduced- State provision. Second, the political 

implications o f the transitions are complex and raise the possibility o f new forms o f  WS 

politics: new political cleavages, new policy actors, problems and coalitions. Pressure to 

reform PAYG pensions, for example, may generate divisions between retirees and workers: 

re-commodification efforts in the form o f enhanced training for the unemployed may attract 

employer interest and support for WS innovation; maternal employment policies will draw the 

attention o f social and moral movements concerned about family life and child welfare. These 

considerations point to the “multiple and overlapping social transformations” occurring within 

welfare states and hence to the danger o f accepting “a grossly oversimplified version o f 

national welfare states under siege from the rising forces o f footloose capital” (Pierson, 

200 lb: 104).

In theoretical terms the inherent strengths and limitations o f FM theories are just as relevant 

in this new context, as they are in the old context from which the WS emanated. Analytically, 

globalization is the contemporary equivalent o f  industrialisation; as Pierson (2001a; 2001b) 

pointed out, both have been applied in highly deterministic terms that leave little room for 

societal or political factors. Therefore, to successfully apply functional reasoning it is
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necessary not only to identify reference points such as the objective pressures o f population 

ageing but to consider the sequences and causal mechanisms that affect responses.

Logic o f Politics

Can WS change be apolitical? Such was the influence o f functionalist analyses o f the 

development of the welfare state that for some time the academic agenda was dominated by 

claim and counter-claim about whether politics matters at all. In the wake o f W ilensky’s 

(1975) emphatically deterministic account, a body o f work evolved testing the relative 

importance of political and non-political factors in explaining WS growth (Castles and 

McKinlay, 1979A; Castles and McKinlay, 1979B; Hewitt, 1977; Pample and Williamson, 

1985). The schism-like nature o f the controversy in the literature is reflected in Castles and 

Me Kinlay’s (1979b: 182) insistence that “politics does matter” . Briefly, the controversy was 

resolved broadly in favour o f the ‘politics matters’ school. Indeed, in the context o f the 

accumulated evidence about the role o f political factors. Van Kersbergen (2001:17) was 

moved to dismiss stronger versions o f functionalist theories. This pronouncement is not 

inconsistent with the recognition that long-term economic processes are implicated in the 

evolution o f the WS. It is not necessary here to revisit the controversy in detail, but several 

aspects o f the role o f  politics in WS development are relevant to any consideration o f 

contemporary social security politics.

First, on the specific question o f Left politics a variety o f  analytical stances confirmed the 

significance o f the ‘power resources’ o f the left. Scandinavian scholars’ studies o f the social 

democratic welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1985) recorded the role o f worker mobilization, 

unionization, and institutional links to social democratic parties in shaping the encompassing, 

generous Scandinavian welfare states. These analyses showed how definitively political 

factors differentiated the origins and growth o f certain welfare states. More widely, a body o f 

quantitative, comparative research examined the role o f political and non-political factors in 

explaining cross-national variation in welfare state development (Jackman, 1974; Hewitt, 

1977; Stack, 1978). As O ’Connor and Pym (1988:47) observed in a critical review o f this 

work, it recorded “many inconsistent findings” . They contrast the polar positions in the 

functionalism versus politics debate - Wilensky (1975, 1981) and Stephens (1979) 

respectively- and note that researchers’ ideological predispositions affect their choice and 

specification of variables and models. Working class power is critical, but it operates 

indirectly through societal level bargaining, they conclude. In a warning that has equal
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relevance to current scholarship about WS retrenchment, they point to the sensitivity of 

researchers’ conclusions to the way in which the independent and dependent variables are 

defined and measured.

Second, while much o f the research effort focused on quantifying the role o f the Left, 

scholars also identified other routes rough which partisan politics explained cross-national or 

temporal variations. Castles and McKinlay (1979B), for example, point to the interaction o f 

Left and Right parties. In their quantitative analysis they show that some countries with low 

Right votes over time have high welfare effort and outcomes, while others are low on such 

measures; what distinguishes one group o f countries from the other is the presence o f a 

strong, centralized Left party and trade union movement. In their interpretation, the absence 

o f a strong Right removes the barrier to welfare expansion while the presence o f a strong left 

“is then responsible for the development o f public welfare to its very high level” 

(1979A:170).

In a different vein. Van Kersbergen’s (1995) path-breaking study o f Christian Democracy 

showed how the power resources scenario applicable to Scandinavia cannot be extrapolated to 

all European welfare states. His analysis showed that European workers and trade unionists in 

Germany and Holland were not social democrats, but Christian Democrats. The implication o f 

his account is that the latter too are pro-welfare; unionized Catholic workers girded by 

Catholicism’s anti-market, pro-family ethos mobilized successfully in these countries for a 

‘social market econom y’. Van Kersbergen’s definitive study gave an authority to those 

scholars who, while acknowledging the undoubted applicability o f the power resources model 

to the Nordic Welfare states, wished to question its representativeness. Scholars increasingly 

questioned each link in this presumed causal chain: industrialisation-^unionisation^social 

democracy. For example, Pedersen repudiated any role for industrialization in the emergence 

and expansion o f Denmark’s pension system and argued that it reflected “agrarian conditions 

and pressures” (Pedersen, 1990:70). Skocpol’s (1995) studies o f  the USA showed that 

unionization does not invariably follow from industrialization and that many o f the broad 

processes taken for granted by the mainstream theories simply did not apply there.

Third, at the heart o f  the functionalism-politics controversy was an underlying tension 

between, on the one hand, an assertion o f common pressures and hence convergence, and, on 

the other, a focus on politically constructed variation and hence divergence. The ‘welfare 

modelling’ business (Abrahamson, 1999) spawned in the aftermath o f Esping-Andersen’s
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(1990) identification o f welfare regimes provided an analytical bridge between these 

concerns. Esping-Andersen recorded the common functional pressures o f capitalism and 

industrialisation and, specifically, the challenges presented by the commodification o f labour. 

Around this common experience Esping-Andersen then identified the “variablility o f welfare- 

state evolution” that reflects the “competing responses to pressures for decommodification” 

(1990:37). This variability, he argues, is not captured in aggregate expenditure data and is 

underpinned by historic differences in patterns o f working class political mobilization and 

political coalifion-building. Equally important -  and more controversially -  these polifical 

foundations, according to Esping-Andersen, explain not only the past development o f welfare 

states “but also their future prospects” (1990:33).

Finally, the definition o f political variables broadened over time; initially pre-occupied with 

parties, researchers increasingly incorporated institutional and contextual variables in their 

analyses. O ’Connor and Brym (1988), for example, argued that the influence o f Left parties 

was mediated through institutional factors such as the centralization o f Trade Unions or the 

nature o f Left party-Trade Union links. Castles (1994a) examined the role o f proportional 

representation electoral systems; Swank and Hicks’ study o f welfare spending (1992) 

quantified a role for voter turnout and state centralization; Cauthen and Amenta’s (1996) case 

study o f AFDC showed how its growth and diffusion is explained by reference to 

“ institutional and political” factors (1996:445). Specifically, they consider the roles not only 

o f political parties (within which they were both pro and anti reform advocates), but the 

strategic situation o f women reformers, institutional barriers to reform majorities because of 

voting rights limitations in many states, and so on. ‘Institutional politics’ is the term they 

invoke to summarise this fusion o f heretofore separate variables; institutions and politics. 

Researchers o f the current WS would no longer plead for a theoretically pure distinction 

between logic o f politics and institutional approaches; this emerges clearly in the later 

discussion o f insfitutionalism.

Turning to the concerns o f those analyzing contemporary WS politics, are the controversies 

noted above still relevant? Should students o f retrenchment follow the example o f scholars of 

WS growth and search for Left-Right politics? The repertoire o f answers to these questions 

was particularly influenced by Pierson’s celebrated claim to have identified a new politics of 

the contemporary welfare state. Pierson began his ‘new politics’ analysis by asserting (1994; 

1) that “retrenchment is a distinctive and difficult exercise”, about which scholars knew

24



“stunningly little” (1996:143). He attributed this deficit to the extrapolation o f theories 

developed in the study o f expansion to the study o f retrenchment (1996:143-4):

Welfare state expansion involved the enactment of popular policies in a relatively undeveloped 

interest-group environment. By contrast, welfare state retrenchment requires elected officials to 

pursue unpopular policies that must withstand the scrutiny of both voters and well-entrenched 

networks of interest groups. It is therefore not surprising that variables crucial to understanding 

the former process are of limited use for analysing the latter one (emphases in original).

The new politics differs from the old because policy makers’ goals and the political context 

in which they pursue them are different (1994; 13-26). Politicians could always claim political 

credit for expansion, whereas contraction requires them to pursue ‘blame avoidance’ politics, 

because retrenchment imposes “tangible losses on concentrated groups o f voters in return for 

diffuse and uncertain gains” (1996:145). The costs o f retrenchment are concentrated (and 

perhaps immediate), but the benefits are not. Concentrated interests will be in a stronger 

position politically than diffuse ones, and voters generally have a negativity bias, i.e. they will 

attempt to prevent any deterioration in their current position. The negativity bias taken 

together with the divergence between concentrated and diffuse interests has a clear 

implication for political advocates o f  retrenchment (1996:146): “A simple redistributive 

transfer o f resources from program beneficiaries to taxpayers, engineered through cuts in 

social programs, is generally a losing proposition” .

In relation to the context, mature welfare states engender interest groups and popular support 

and are not dependent on trade unions and the Left. Also, the structure o f WS programmes 

will have implications for retrenchment possibilities. These considerations all suggest that 

retrenchment politics will be directed at ‘blame avoidance’ through obfuscation, division and 

compensation (Pierson 1994:19-24). Blame avoidance techniques “are hard to come by” 

(Pierson, 1996:179), retrenchment is therefore a fraught undertaking and hence the welfare 

state “remains the most resilient aspect o f the post-war political economy” . Finally, because 

the scope for blame avoidance politics is both limited and contingent on national specificities, 

there is scope for variation in policy and retrenchment outcomes.

Why, are the old theories and controversies about WS politics inappropriate? Pierson noted 

the influential role that theories about industrialisation played in analyses o f welfare state 

expansion. He then points to the reformulation o f crude versions o f such theories in the 

analysis o f welfare state change; these stress the direct influence o f  globalisation (for
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exam ple, M ishra, 1999). Pierson concluded that there is no econom ic im perative to 

retrenchm ent and that the evidence o f  social dum ping in the context o f  increased econom ic 

integration is weak. For Pierson (1996:150), an em phasis on globalisation is a new  version o f  

the io g ic  o f  industrialism ’ and it suffers from the sam e defects as the old; it is determ inistic 

and “pays insufficient attention to the politics  o f  policy change” (em phasis in original).

The pow er resources perspective (Esping-A ndersen, 1990) is also inapplicable. In this 

perspective, class-based conflict over social rights occurs because these rights enhance the 

bargaining pow er o f  workers by m itigating their econom ic vulnerability. Accordingly, trade 

unions and left parties contribute to the growth o f  the welfare state. Pierson questioned the 

plausibility o f  this perspective in the contem porary context. The presence and pow er o f  the 

organised Left has waned, and yet, he argued, the cutbacks have been less severe than the 

power resources perspective would predict. This is due to the changed context and changed 

goals o f  policy makers. Cutbacks are unpopular and there are “new  bases o f  support” (Pierson 

1996; 151) for the welfare state; therefore, left pow er resources are less im portant to the 

welfare state’s fate. To substantiate this argum ent in his early work he invoked the experience 

o f  the USA and Great Britain under Reagan and Thatcher rule. In both countries the power 

resources o f  the left declined considerably and yet the scale and pattern o f  cuts did not 

conform  to a power resources model: “a pow er resources model would imply m uch more 

dram atic changes than have actually occurred” (1994:29).

Finally, Pierson noted the new institutionalist perspective and its two general claim s. First, 

state strength - adm inistrative and institutional capacity and centralised authority - is central 

for social policy expansion; second, policy legacies and pre-existing welfare state structures 

m ediate policy change. These claim s about institutional factors cannot “sim ply be turned on 

their heads” in the study o f  retrenchm ent (Pierson, 1996:153). Institutional capacities m ay be 

necessary for expansion, but hardly so for retrenchm ent. Likew ise, the centralisation o f 

authority that m akes expansion possible will have the corollary o f  centralised accountability 

for unpopular cuts. As regards policy legacies, these can be specified at the level o f  structures 

and regim es, or specific program m es. It is possible to generate explanations about the 

retrenchm ent politics o f  different regim es and o f  specific program m es- and indeed Pierson 

(2001) elaborates such explanations. He acknow ledges that institutional factors are relevant, 

but the way in which argum ents about these factors are m ade should be recast in the 

contem porary context.
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Is there a new politics, or are the theories and debates theories relevant to WS expansion 

applicable also to retrenchment, as Esping-Andersen (1990) argued? One aspect o f his 

reasoning is now uncontroversial; that politics must be placed in its wider institutional 

context. There are two aspects o f his argument that do not stand the test o f the accumulated 

evidence; the dynamics o f retrenchment politics and the presence o f class-based politics. In 

relation to the former, the assertion that retrenchment is unpopular is merely an assumption; 

this assumption ignores both the fact that policy-makers can construct retrenchment (or 

specific retrenchments) in positive terms and that high taxes or public debt to support the WS 

may also be unpopular. More fundamentally, his reasoning about negativity bias and hence an 

inbuilt tendency to against retrenchment presumes particular political configurations and 

incentives, as empirical work on WS politics shows (Kitchelt, 2001 ;Vis and Van Kersbergen, 

2007; Vis, 2010).

Kitchelt, for example, argued that the mix o f parties affects restructuring possibilities, and 

then outlined four ideal-type party configurations that structure the tendency to reform. 

Drawing on prospect theory, Vis and Van Kersbergen (2007) show how retrenchment politics 

can be understood in terms o f risk-taking behaviour on the part o f governments and voters, in 

specific scenarios o f gains and losses from proposed reforms. This analysis allows them to 

identify four benchmark scenarios, based on a risk-accepting/risk- averse distinction for both 

governments and voters. Applying this framework to an analysis o f governments’ policies for 

activation. Vis then develops a distinction between unpopular and not-unpopular reforms. She 

shows that although policies did not radically change, they altered “quite a b if ’ (2010:160). 

Her analysis confirms that there are specific contexts in which governments accept the risk o f 

electoral loss for retrenchment policies - when they face deteriorating socio-economic 

conditions and/or deteriorating political conditions. V is’s verdict on Pierson’s reasoning is 

that it is “incomplete -  although not wrong -  as it fails to explain what induces political actors 

to engage in electorally dangerous reform in the first place” (2010:167)

Turning to the Left-Right aspect o f the new politics thesis, this has attracted criticism at 

different levels; its theoretical reasoning is incorrect (Scarbrough, 2000; Korpi and Palme, 

2003); the empirical evidence suggests the persistence o f old politics (Allan and Scruggs, 

2004; Korpi and Palme, 2003); and it is based on an incorrect logic o f collective action 

(Anderson, 2001). Scarbrough (2001:240) notes the political challenges to retrenchment in 

Western Europe but argues that “the major theories advanced to explain the arrival o f  welfare
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states offer compelling insights on why retrenchment objectives are hard to deliver” . She 

revisits functionalism/logic o f industrialisation, neo-Marxist, and state-centred approaches 

and insists that each can fruitfully analyse contemporary WS politics. For example, the logic 

o f industrialisation approach would highlight the continuing processes o f urbanisation and 

modernisation in contemporary welfare states. Likewise, neo-Marxists would emphasise the 

continuation o f fundamental contradictions between Capital and Labour. However, this claim 

for ‘old’ theories and politics is made at a high level o f generality.

Korpi and Palme (2003:426-8) offer a theoretical critique o f ‘new politics’. Welfare states 

represent particular resolutions o f distributive conflicts between classes. There are major 

differences in the ‘logic o f the situations’ in markets and politics facing employers and 

employees and among different classes o f employees. The least advantaged in terms of 

market outcomes are likely to organise politically to alter market driven distributive 

outcomes. A focus on welfare state institutions and how they structure the interests o f large 

categories o f risk-averse citizens draws attention away from ‘classless benefit recipients’ and 

towards the potential lines o f cleavage and “bases for interest and identity formation among 

citizens” (2003:441). For Korpi and Palme, there are no a priori reasons to expect - or any 

evidence o f - a decline in differences in the class-based logic o f the situation; this would 

require fundamental changes in patterns o f class mobility and a decline in the relevance of 

work and employment relations to citizens’ risks and resources.

The empirical basis o f new politics has also been questioned. Alongside her theoretical claim, 

Scarbrough (2000) advanced evidence o f the persistence o f old politics. There is no evidence 

o f a general decline in trade union commitment to the WS. She cites instances o f trade union 

resistance to welfare restructuring in mature welfare states and the continued strength o f Left 

parties in Europe, insisting that old politics “remain major players in the politics o f reform: 

unions as mobilisation agents in protecting programmes; left parties in sweeping up the 

backlash against cuts and emerging as major actors in seeking new settlements” (2000:251). 

Allan and Scruggs (2004) and Korpi and Palme (2003) examined the relative importance o f 

new and old politics in cross-national analyses and showed that old politics still matter. In the 

former case, Allan and Scruggs studied changes in replacement rates (RR) for unemployment 

and sickness insurance across eighteen countries between 1975 and 1999. The pattern of 

change is towards lower replacement rates and an important role for ‘old’ partisan politics in 

explaining variations in RR changes; the factors cited to explain expansion appear to “work in
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reverse, despite claims to the contrary in the new politics accounts of welfare state 

adjustment” (2004:509). The Korpi and Palme exercise compared RRs at two time points, 

1975 and 1995, for eighteen countries and computed the number of benefit cuts (per 100 

country-years). Their results show “a clear contrast to the new politics hypothesis” 

(2003:441). The incidence of cuts across countries is statistically associated with ‘old politics’ 

variables of Left-Right parties in government.

Anderson (2001) questioned the assumed logic of collective action in Pierson’s analysis in 

her comparison of Swedish pensions and unemployment benefits. She argued that Pierson’s 

‘new politics’ paradigm is substantially based “on his selection of two countries (Great Britain 

and USA) characterised by segmented, pluralist interest groups structure” (sic), and her case 

studies give “reason to doubt the generalizability of Pierson’s new politics thesis” (Anderson, 

2001:1088-9). Following Olson’s famous analysis of the logic of collective action, she 

distinguished between narrow and encompassing interest groups. In the case of pensions, 

Swedish trade unions followed an ‘encompassing’ logic. Here both the costs and benefits of 

pension retrenchment are concentrated. Unions viewed pensions as deferred pay and hence it 

was in their long-term interest to defend the sustainability of pensions for the retired and 

workers, and to cooperate in reforms to stabilise the public finances and the economy. In the 

event, governments (of different political persuasions) in the 1990s implemented a series of 

reforms to financing, benefit formulae and funding systems, representing “a major departure 

from existing pension policy” (Anderson, 2001:1080). Anderson emphasises that these 

reforms were negotiated and that the major interest groups compromised on important points. 

This is a case of class-based political actors negotiating the detail of retrenchment, defending 

pension adequacy, universalism and public provision, while recognising that unsustainable 

budget deficits and pension regimes undermine the welfare state.

In contrast, the attempts to retrench unemployment benefits were less successful; the 

structure of UB after a period of attempted reform was “virtually unchanged” (2001:1083). 

Trade unions here faced wholly different incentives, as UB is paid to members of 

unemployment insurance funds administered by unions. Workers have strong incentives to 

join unions, unions control the administration of unemployment, and the level of benefit 

underpins the reservation wage. To the extent that unions want to sustain membership and 

prevent wages from falling, they will oppose benefit cuts. Equally, they will oppose attempts 

to nationalise UI and remove it from union control. The bourgeois government that took
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office in 1991 implemented some cuts -  a lower replacement rate, five waiting days for 

entitlements, higher individual contributions -  but it failed in its attempt to abolish union 

control o f Ul; this was legislated for, but the Social Democrats overturned this in 1994. 

Thereafter, the reform o f UI continued to be contentious and the unions succeeded in 

preventing the implementation o f a time limit on benefit receipt- a particularly controversial 

proposal.

The logic o f Anderson’s analysis is that class-based actors may be the most important actors 

in specific retrenchment contexts, as variations in the incentives and preferences o f unions and 

Left parties shape their responses to specific retrenchment initiatives. There is o f course 

evidence o f new politics scenarios too, but the findings contradict any general claim about the 

“declining impact o f unions and Left parties in retrenchment politics” (2001:1088).

These critiques o f new politics share an analytical weakness: they all counter the thesis on the 

basis o f reasoning and evidence about policies for ‘old risks’ such as pensions and 

unemployment benefits. However, the ‘new politics’ thesis is predicated, in part, on the 

implications o f indigenous post-industrial pressures. These pressures, it is now well 

understood, have created new social risks, defined by Bonoli (2006:5-6) as follows:

N S R s are seen as situations in w hich individuals exp erience w elfare lo sses and w hich  have arisen 

as a result o f  the soc io -econ om ic transform ations that have taken place over the past three to four 

d ecad es and are generally  subsum ed under the heading o f  post-industrialisation. A b ove  all, 

deindustrialisation and the tertiarisation o f  em ploym ent, as w ell as the m assive entry o f  w om en  

into the labour force, have increased the instability o f  fam ily structures.

The policy problems associated with NSRs include single parenthood, caring responsibilities, 

youth unemployment, and reconciliation o f family and work life. Why should these problems 

engender new politics? Bonoli (2006, 2013) points out that the groups affected (such as 

women, the young unemployed, and carers) are heterogeneous and less well represented and 

politically active than the first generation o f  the beneficiaries o f the WS - male trade 

unionists. Also, the pressures giving rise to these NSRs may require expansion, innovation 

and, perhaps, re-commodification, as NSR policies emphasise employment and employability. 

According to Bonoli (2013), the pattern o f responses to NSRs over time and across countries 

is not explicable by reference to the standard theories o f WS expansion, because the 

ingredients o f NSR politics are qualitatively different. The groups affected are poorly 

mobilised, and the traditional left may not support enhanced NSR policies that increase labour
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supply. However, the initial costs o f NSR interventions may be low relative to old welfare 

provisions such as pensions, and traditional anti-welfare interests such as employers might 

actively support employment-focused NSR policies. The extent to which new policy mixes 

can be constructed and supported depends not only on policy actors’ interests, but on the 

wider regime and historical context. In a mature welfare state facing cost pressures the 

development o f NSR provisions might compete with the cost o f ‘old’ provisions; in liberal 

welfare states with lower aggregate social spending there may be no competition between the 

modest costs o f NSR policies and the costs o f old risk provisions.

Viewed against the background o f actual WS developments in the last decade, these 

considerations all point to new WS politics, but the key to these politics as Hausermann 

(2012: 127) has shown is their “multi-dimensionality” . In the contemporary WS, old and new 

risks - and hence old and new politics - run side-by-side, and she outlines the dimensions of 

WS politics by starting with a four-fold classification summarised in Chart 1.2 below. This 

distinguishes retrenchment and expansion for old and new risks and offers stylised reform 

dispositions. Hausermann shows that the new politics reveals varied and “atypical reform 

coalitions” (2012:119), and varied combinations o f reforms along different dimensions. For 

example. Left parties might combine negotiated adjustment o f public pensions with expansion 

o f education and training services for the unemployed (adjustment); welfare ‘insiders’ such as 

unionised male workers may protect and expand costly old provisions and oppose expansion 

o f provisions for NSR groups (protectionism). New politics are based on complex and multi

faceted reforms underpinned by coalitions that span the ‘new ’ and ‘old’ political cleavages.

This analysis implies that Pierson’s identification o f ‘blame avoidance’ as the typical dynamic 

o f new politics requires reappraisal. There are sufficient instances o f retrenchment without 

blame avoidance to abandon it as a representative description o f new politics dynamics 

(Bonoli, 2012:93-110). More fundamentally, however, the pressures on welfare states may 

change governments’ intentions; they may wish to avoid blame for economic collapse and 

therefore openly implement or advocate retrenchment. Bonoli (2012) suggests that NSR 

policy expansion is actually characterised by ‘affordable credit claiming’. There are examples 

o f  Governments (New Labour in the UK) championing NSR pro-employment and family 

policies and strategically claiming credit for these policies to win elections. The modest cost 

o f such initiatives and their compatibility with economic goals renders them affordable. For 

Bonoli (2012:107), the expansion o f specific NSR policies “has been quite clearly driven by
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credit-claiming” and this is part o f a wider strategy o f claiming credit for successfully 

combining social policy adaptation with responsible economic policy.

Table 1.2: Hausermann’s typology of WS Politics

New Risk policies

O ld R isk Policies

Expand Retrench

Expand Expansion Flexicurity/welfare adjustment

Retrench Welfare Protectionism Retrenchment

Source; Hausermann, 2012: 121

That politics matter is therefore not in doubt: however, the analysis and evidence accumulated 

since Pierson’s influential formulation shows that welfare state politics are multi-dimensional 

(Hausermann, 2012). New and old politics co-exist. As Starke (2006: 106) concluded, the 

distinction between old and new politics is “overly simplistic” . There is a need, he suggests, 

for some leeway between Esping Andersen’s insistence on a theory o f WS change that spans 

both growth and decline and Pierson’s contrary claim that retrenchment and decline require 

fundamentally different theories o f WS politics.

Institutionalism

It will be clear from the above that scholars o f WS change increasingly embed their analyses 

o f politics in institutional settings. In fact, the shift in focus among scholars was such that the 

term ‘new institutionalism’ was coined to summarily describe this suite o f approaches that has 

become the preferred - if  not the dominant - theoretical approach to understanding WS 

change. For March and Olsen (2005:4) (new) institutionalism is

a general approach to the study o f  political institutions, a set o f  theoretical ideas and hypotheses  

concerning the relations betw een institutional characteristics and political agency, perform ance  

and change. Institutionalism  em p hasises the en d ogen ou s nature and social construction o f  

political institutions, institutions are not sim ply equilibrium  contracts am ong calcu lating political
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actors or arenas for contending social forces. They are collections of structures, rules and standard 

operating procedures that have a partly autonomous role in political life.

The term ‘general approach’ hints at the varied origins and eclectic nature o f  new 

institutionalism. A number o f influences spanning the social sciences contributed to the 

emergence o f  new institutionalism. Within political science Immergut (1998) and Steinmo 

and Thelen (1992) have traced the origins o f new institutionalism. Institutions were always at 

the core o f political studies. Steinmo and Thelen (1992) point out, however, that ‘old’ 

institutionalists mainly engaged in descriptive, configurative studies o f structures -  legal, 

administrative, and political, that entailed generalised contrasts o f institutional systems in 

different countries. This did not offer a basis for genuinely comparative analysis and 

explanation. Behaviouralism was a response to old institutionalism. For the former, a core 

analytical task was to understand behaviour and policy outcomes, and this required going 

beyond formal structures and analysing the actual beliefs and behaviours o f groups and 

individuals. This focus permitted a variety o f stances - ideological and theoretical- in the 

explanation o f political behaviour; Marxism, elitism, pluralism. In turn, in the 1970s ‘new’ 

institutionalism recoiled against the dominance o f the political behaviour approach and its 

emphasis on observable political behaviour - how people vote, and so on. As Steinmo and 

Thelen (1992: 5) record, behaviourism was criticised because it often “missed crucial 

elements o f the playing field” . Behaviourism, for example, was not equipped to explain why 

interest groups similar in terms o f resources and characteristics would have different degrees 

o f influence and power in different contexts; such questions drew attention to the 

“institutional landscape” Steinmo and Thelen (1992: 5).

For the new institutionalists in political science, therefore, the starting point is that behaviour 

occurs “in the context o f institutions and can only be so understood” (Immergut, 1998:7). This 

draws attention to three problems, the responses to which comprise the ‘theoretical core' of 

new institutionalism in this discipline. First, political preferences: preferences -  and therefore 

interests - cannot be equated with behaviour. Individuals and groups will make choices in one 

institutional setting that differ from the choices they make in another. Second, aggregation; 

behaviourists assume that preferences can be aggregated, whereas new institutionalists reject 

this possibility. Mechanisms exist to aggregate preferences and to allow polities make 

decisions, but these mechanisms “do not sum but in fact reshape interests” (Immergut, 

1998:7), through discussion and political interaction. Third, bias; precisely because political 

behaviour may be an artefact o f procedures used to arrive at decisions, interests cannot be
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regarded as individuals’ subjective assessments and collective decisions as the sum of 

individual utilities. In short, institutions as systems o f collective decision-making may 

mobilise bias. The diversity in the way these three theoretical assumptions are deployed gives 

rise to the variants o f institutionalism.

Going beyond political science, however, there is another important element in the new 

institutionalist gene pool: the mutation o f macro historical sociology into historical 

institutionalism. Katznelson and Weingast (2007) have documented how the precursors o f 

historical institutionalism are the classic macro-analytical studies o f the 1960s and 1970s by 

scholars such as Theda Skocpol, Charles Tilly, Perry Anderson, and Immanuel Wallerstein. 

These studies “deployed strong theory” and were concerned with large-scale, long-term 

historical processes such as the decline o f feudalism, nation-state formation, organised warfare, 

and the rise o f capitalism (Katznelson and Weingast, 2007:12-13). In such analyses political 

agency and preferences are low on the analytical hierarchy and tend to disappear into 

overarching categories- peasants, workers, kings, revolutionaries. Agency and preferences are 

then imputed in a context o f limited preferences within theoretically informed history.

Historical institutionalism (HI) has evolved as “a somewhat narrower, more focused 

offspring o f the earlier body o f historical social science” (Katznelson, and Weingast, 2007: 

13). This ‘offspring’ sought, for example, to uncover the sources o f varieties o f capitalism 

(Hall and Soskice, 2001), the consolidation o f welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen. 1990), the 

role o f corporatism in the success o f small states in world markets (Katzenstein. 1985); the 

varied strategies o f trade union movements in different countries in relation to unemployment 

insurance (Rothstein, 1992). Institutions feature in such work in the following ways: they 

connect episodes o f great change to more ordinary times; they shape beliefs, interests, and 

values; they generate preferences. For Katznelson and colleagues, this new HI “changed the 

genre o f  historical social science” (2007:14); this change was further facilitated by the decline 

of Marxism. The earlier scholarship was informed by a strictly materialist understanding o f 

history, and in turn political agency, preferences and purposive behaviour were structurally 

pre-determined. Freed o f such structural imperatives, this emerging scholarship began to 

interrogate general categories such as the ‘state’ and ‘capitalism’, to analyse specific sets o f 

institutions and thereby allow a greater role for agency and preferences.

New Institutionalism has also been shaped by other, diverse influences within the social 

sciences. Within economics Williamson (1985), for example, analysed institutions such as
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markets and regulatory systems as mechanisms to respond to uncertainty and reduce 

transaction costs. Dimaggio and Powell (1991) and March and Olsen (2005) asserted 

sociological and organisational versions respectively, stressing the institutionalised character 

o f culture and social norms and the impact o f organisational life. At this point it is useful to 

give a definition o f institutions prior to exploring how the multiple intellectual sources o f new 

institutionalism have spawned various forms o f new institutionalism. One o f the 

acknowledged authorities in the field offered the following clarification (Steinmo, 2001:1);

In the broadest sense, institutions are sim ply rules. A s such , they are the foundations o f  all 

political behaviour. S om e are form al (as in constitutional rules), som e are inform al (as in cultural 

norm s), but w ithout institutions there could  be no organised p olitics.

Furthermore (Steinmo, 2001:1)

institutions structure p olitics because they: (1 ) define w ho is able to participate in the particular 

political arena, (2 ) shape the various actors’ political strategies and (m ore controversia lly) (3 ) 

in fluence what these actors b elieve to be both p ossib le and desirable (i.e . their preferences).

This concise definition reflects its provenance in political science. However, it is important to 

note that scholars from different disciplines offer different definitions o f institutions, that 

there are various forms o f new institutionalism, and that there is still incomplete agreement 

about how these variants should be described and classified. For example, Hall and Taylor’s 

(1996:936) famous review o f this evolving literature identified “at least three different 

analytical approaches” within the institutionalist school. More recently, Schmidtt (2008) has 

argued for a fourth, social constructionist variant that confers greater analytical importance to 

ideas and discourse. Other scholars are content to simply contrast RCI and HI, implicitly 

bracketing sociological, organisational, and social constructionist variants into one non- 

Rational choice school (Pierson and Skocpol, 2002: Steinmo, 2001; March and Olsen, 2005).

The discussion proceeds below by briefly outlining variants o f new institutionalism, and then 

turning in a subsequent section to a fuller account o f new institutionalism and its role in 

understanding WS change. Table 1.3 below gives an overview o f the three schools of 

institutionalism, drawing on authoritative commentaries in the literature (Hall and Taylor, 

1996; Immergut, 1998; Hall, 2010). The review briefly notes the Rational (RCI) and 

Sociological (SI) variants and focuses on Historical Institutionalism (HI); this emphasis 

reflects scholarly consensus that HI has produced the “most powerful work” o f all three
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variants and has focused its “attention most heavily on the welfare state” (Hudson and Lowe, 

2004:148).

Table 1.3: Schools of New Institutionalism

Institu tionalism P erspective A nalysis H istory and C au satio i

Rational

Choice

Narrow: M echanism s to 

lower transaction 

costs

A ctors’ preferences fixed  

and exogenous; actors are: 

instrumental, strategic, equal

Institutions

arise to meet function

Sociological

Broad: organisations, rules , 

procedures, but also sym bols, 

scripts, codes

Institutions function via

exchanges and networks and 

creation o f  shared routines anc 

definitions

Institutions originate

and change to reflect 

what is valued in wider 

culture

Historical

Broad; formal and Informal 

rules and procedures, but also 

structures in econom y and state

Inequalities o f  pow er among 

actors; A ctors’ choices not 

fixed but open to cultural 

norms etc

Path dependence: 

Contextual causation

Originating in the study o f the US Congress, rational choice models viewed congressional 

institutions as means o f lowering transaction costs to facilitate exchange among equal 

legislators and thus stable legislation. RCI typically assumes that policy actors have fixed 

preferences and behave instrumentally in pursuing these. Equally important, RCI views 

politics in terms of collective action dilemmas and stresses the role o f strategic interaction in 

determining policy outcomes. Collective action dilemmas arise in the absence o f institutions 

that allow individuals to pursue mutually complementary behaviour and thus achieve 

collectively optimal choices. A focus on strategic interaction postulates that policy actors’ 

calculus is affected by their expectations about how others will behave; these are shaped by
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institutional aspects o f agenda-setting, information sharing, enforcement, and so on. Finally, 

RCI adopts a highly formal, functional line o f reasoning in outlining how institutions 

originate and persist, by deducing the functions they perform and the value o f these functions 

for the participants concerned. Actors are viewed as voluntarily creating an institution to 

realise these values - invariably expressed in terms o f the gains from cooperation.

Sociological institutionalism (SI) emerged from organisation theory. Specifically, SI 

adherents challenged the Weberian characterisation o f modem organisations and institutions 

as emblematic o f means-end rationality. SI, to the contrary, asserts that many institutional 

forms and practices should be seen as culturally specific practices, embedded in organisations 

through processes similar to those associated with the transmission o f cultural practices. Three 

aspects o f SI distinguish it from its HI and RCI counterparts. First, it defines institutions in 

very broad terms to include not merely organisations, procedures and rules but also the 

symbols, scripts, moral codes, and so on that guide, empower and constrain human action. In 

effect, this encompassing definition breaks down the distinction between institutions 

understood as organisational structures and culture understood as shared beliefs, attitudes and 

practices: it also implies a cognitive dimension to institutions.

Second, SI embraces a particular model o f the individual-institutional link. In common with 

HI, sociological institutionalists note that institutions have cultural dimensions but also have 

more complex analyses. Following a Parsonian model o f institutions, they analyse the 

individual-institutional link in terms o f roles. Institutions are in essence relatively stable 

clusters o f roles that prescribe “appropriate behaviour for specific actors in specific 

situations” (March and Olsen, 2005:4). Individuals internalise norms and thereby conform to 

institutionalised roles. This older line o f sociological reasoning has now been enriched by 

social constructionist analyses; individuals are influenced by institutions not just through 

norms that prescribe action, but also through defining the very terms on which individuals 

view themselves and the social world. SI therefore emphasises the “highly interactive and 

mutually-constitutive character o f the relationship between institutions and individual action” 

(Hall and Taylor, 1996:948). When individuals conform to an institutional convention they 

constitute themselves as social actors while reinforcing the convention. None o f this implies 

that individuals’ actions are not purposive. They are purposive in terms that contrast with 

RCI; where RCI presumes a world o f rational individuals maximising material well-being, SI
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sees a world o f individuals and organisations defining and expressing their identity in socially 

appropriate ways.

Third, SI adopts a cultural stance on institutional change. In this perspective institutions 

originate, and change, and embrace specific practices in the light o f what is widely valued in 

the broader cultural context- not because o f functional or rational-technical requirements. The 

legitimacy o f institutions and practices in the contemporary WS resides, then, in the cultural 

authority o f the professional, bureaucratic, and similar communities and networks that inhabit 

the modem state. Institutions and practices emerge out o f the interaction and exchange among 

actors in these networks, exchanges that generate shared definitions o f problems and 

appropriate routines. In short, institutions are socially constructed.

In contrast. HI defines institutions very widely to refer to the structures and routines in the 

organisation o f the political system and the economy; they would include the constitutional 

order, electoral system, rules about government-firm relations, trade union structures and 

decision-making systems, and social security provisions. While RCI adopts a theoretically 

pure perspective on institutions and their participants, HI adopts a broader stance. Institutions 

may affect individual behaviour not only through RCI’s route o f instrumental, strategic 

behaviour but also through culture. That is to say, it is possible to accept that behaviour is 

purposive, but it may also be guided by routine and by interpretations: in short, institutions 

provide “moral or cognitive templates for interpretation and action” (Hall and Taylor, 

1996:939). HI also attends to power relations; in contrast to RCI’s presumed world o f equal- 

status policy actors, HI assumes that institutions may give some groups greater influence over 

decisions than others. Equally important, HI stresses that some may win and some lose, while 

RCI focuses on the way outcomes make everybody better off.

Finally, HI propounds distinctive notions o f institutional development and path-dependent 

causation. Conventional causal reasoning would suggest that the same variables will produce 

the same outcomes in all contexts. HI instead insists that the effects o f variables in any 

situation will be mediated by contextual features - and these are often institutional and 

bequeathed by the past. As Immergut (1998:19) explains:

H istorical institutionalists v iew  causality  as being contextual. That is, they tend to see  com p lex  

configurations o f  factors as being causally  significant. T hese configurations becom e apparent 

through h istorical-com parative observation, and it m ay be extrem ely  d ifficu lt, i f  not im possible, 

to break such m odels dow n into causally  independent variables. N ot on ly  are there often too
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m any variables in relation to the num ber o f  cases, but it may be the constellation o f  variables 

that is causally  significant.

HI focuses on how contexts produce ‘paths’ of change. One perspective on change is that 

history may be characterised by long periods of continuity interrupted by ‘critical junctures’ at 

which point significant change takes place, pushing developments onto a new ‘path’. Equally, 

Pierson (2004) and Mahoney and Thelen (2010) show that change may be endogenous and 

gradual over a long period of time. HI is underpinned by a specific understanding of 

causation. Institutions are not posited as causes; they are viewed as being in a “causal chain” 

(Hall and Taylor, 1996: 942) that links them to other factors such as large-scale economic and 

social forces and ideas. This notion of causation, of course, implies a particular approach to 

empirical analyses of WS change

New Institutionalism and Social Security

Scholarly consensus suggests that HI has produced the “most powerful work” of all three 

variants and has focused its “attention most heavily on the welfare state” (Hudson and Lowe, 

2004:148). This judgement is based on a rudimentary distinction between RCI and non-RCI 

schools. In practice, most scholars refrain from self-descriptions and implicitly use aspects of 

different forms o f new institutionalism. At this point, therefore, the discussion elaborates on 

how new institutionalism has approached contemporary WS change, specifically social 

security. What are the defining features of new institutionalist analyses of the WS?

They place WS change in the context of large-scale social and economic change, global and 

national, without ascribing a direct, causal role to these changes.

They retain a role for broad social categories and interests without presuming or theoretically 

imputing their interests and strategies

They place societal interests in the contexts of specific states and formal institutions, and 

accord some autonomy to these in shaping, constraining and empowering policy actors

They analyse the interplay o f  ideas, agency and institutions, the way ideas may trigger 

societal and policy learning and have different effects in different contexts

They explicitly view overarching IVS structures and the detail ofW Sprovisions as the objects 

of change and also as institutions that may generate, shape, mediate or obstruct WS change.
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They attempt to distinguish and explain patterns and degrees o f  change and pay attention to 

the definition and measurement o f the WS ‘dependent variable’.

They generally adopt an inductive, small N  or single N  research strategy, attempting to trace 

processes sequentially and cumulatively, and to attribute causal influence to overall contexts 

rather than individual variables.

Table 1.4 below guides the discussion o f how new institutionalism has been applied to social 

security, by giving a framework for summarising the design and substance o f selected new 

institutionalist studies. This is not intended to convey detailed historical findings. It focuses on 

the use o f institutionalism, highlights approaches and illustrates how it explains patterns o f 

social security change. A review o f these analyses o f social security would be unrepresentative 

if confined to empirical studies o f the contemporary scene. In fact, both methodologically and 

substantively, the strength o f the approach was pioneered in studies o f the early development o f 

social security. Accordingly, the first two rows in the figure refer to influential studies o f the 

early welfare state (Heclo, 1974; Skocpol, 1995), and subsequent rows to analyses o f 

contemporary social security.
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Table 1.4: Illustrations of Institutionalist Analyses of Social Security

Study/

Reference

Unit o f  

Analysis

Research

Strategy

A spect o f  

Policy

Key

variables

Social Security  

Change

Em ergence and Developm ent o f Social Security

Heclo

(1974)

C om parison o f  

Sweden and UK

Docum entary: 

historical; explores 

lim itations o f  

politics and 

functionalist 

accounts

Unem ploym ent; 

old age pensions

State structures 

and their role in 

policy learning; 

path dependent 

policies; links 

betw een ideas, 

agents and politics

Shift to national social 

security for the aged 

and unem ployed from 

poor re lief

Skocpol

(1995)

O rigins o f  social 

security in the USA

Docum entary and 

historical; test o f  

m ainstream  

theories in USA

M ilitary/ civil war 

pensions; federal 

social insurance

US polity; impact 

o f  Civil W ar

Rapid growth o f  disabilit 

and w idow s’ pensions; 

incom plete national 

insurance

Retrenchm ent and C ontem porary W elfare State Change

Bonoli and 

Palier (2000)

Com parison o f  

UK and France

Com parative 

analysis; explores 

national responses 

to 'p ressu re ' on 

pensions

R etrenchm ent o f

State/public

provisions

Vary ing Structures 

o f  political 

authority and 

institutional 

control o f  

pensions

UK and France have 

different reform s in the 

face o f  sim ilar 

sustainability  pressures.

0  Brien 

(2008)

Case study o f  

N ew  Zealand

Single N study o f  

small WS: 

g lobalization is 

m ediated by 

politics and 

institutions

Retreat from 

universal system s 

to  conditional, 

lower benefits

G lobalisation 

filtered through 

m ajoritarian systen 

o f  governm ent 

and neo-liberal 

elite

Radical retrenchm ent is 

possible; retrenchm ent 

has political 

consequences

Stiller

(2010)

Case study o f 

structural reform

in Germ any

A nalysis o f  role o f 

ideas in 

overcom ing 

obstacles to 

change

‘H artz’ reform s o f 

labour market 

institutions, 

health, pensions, 

family policy

Specific form s o f  

leadership and 

agency create 

conditions for 

structural change

Q ualitative change 

leading to  a new  m odel o 

welfare
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Heclo’s (1974) classic analysis o f early developments in unemployment insurance and 

pensions in Britain and Sweden pre-dates the term ‘new institutionalism’. His text 

occasionally uses the term ‘institution(s)’ in its conventional meaning, but his analysis does 

not identify new institutionalism as an explicit approach. However, substantively and 

methodologically, his study exemplifies many o f the core aspects o f current new 

institutionalism practice. Writing at a time when scholars were vehemently divided between 

functionalist and politics approaches, Heclo unfashionably rejected a choice between these 

approaches. He argued that the “grand choice” between them “turns out to be little more than 

a difference in analytical levels, a difference between the socio-economic conditions and the 

political creation and adjustment o f concrete policies” (Heclo, 1974:288).

At the outset. Heclo cautions against the use o f aggregate data and attempts at explanation 

based on correlation techniques. His study illustrates the strength o f the alternative strategy: 

“ inductively building up generalizations from detailed if  somewhat less tidy accounts” 

(1974:11-12). Then, while acknowledging the role o f class politics and power, he refutes any 

assumption that the strategies and policy demands o f class-based actors can be universally 

presumed from their socio-economic position, with Left/Unions demanding state expansion 

and provision, and Right/Business advocating markets as alternatives to state intervention. To 

the contrary, he shows how the trade unions in Britain were suspicious about the 

establishment o f a national system o f unemployment insurance, and more generally that trade 

unions were not particularly or universally assertive where their immediate interests were not 

at stake. Likewise, business groups in both countries acted strategically in relation to 

pensions; they formulated their interests in terms o f protecting capital markets against large 

state funded schemes while supporting general increases and improvements in pensions. As 

Heclo (1974:299) observes “neither capital nor labour, employers nor employees, have 

consistently been on one side or the other o f the question o f an expansionary social policy” .

Critically, in explaining the development o f social security he distinguishes the roles of 

parties and elections, on the one hand, from those o f bureaucrats, civil servants and policy 

elites, on the other. Parties, he suggests, are triggered by electoral competition to express 

‘m oods’ towards social policy rather than concrete policy demands. Partisan politics and 

popular pressure were important influences in the earliest pension developments, but were 

less influential in shaping specific policy choices in the longer-term. Here Heclo stresses the 

role o f policy elites and bureaucrats: “Forced to choose one group among all the separate
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political factors as most consistently important, the bureaucracies of Britain and Sweden loom 

predominantly in the policies studied” (1974:301). As he shows, the world’s first state system 

of unemployment insurance was devised by Britain’s civil service; likewise, Swedish 

unemployment policy in the crucial inter-war decades was dominated by the ‘work first’ ideas 

of the Unemployment Commission.

This focus on bureaucracies and the actors that influence them brings the role of ideas into 

sharp relief Civil servants, he shows, are activists and do not merely steer middle courses 

through competing ideas and warring factions. The development of social policy invariably 

involves interpretations of current policies and their failings, about which civil servants and 

those who influence them have strong ideas. In both countries- although in different ways- 

policies were often formed from the ideas, analyses, and campaigns of reformers, academics, 

and administrators institutionally placed to translate their ideas into practical policies. Heclo 

famously summarised his analysis of the interplay of ideas and institutions (1974:305):

Politics finds its sources not only in power but also in uncertainty- men collectively wondering 

what to do. Finding feasible courses o f  action includes but is more than locating which way the 

vectors o f  political pressure are pushing. Governments not only ‘power’ (or whatever the verb forni 

o f  that approach might be); they also puzzle. Policy-making is a form o f  collective puzzlement on 

society’s behalf; it entails both deciding and knowing.

Social policy making is therefore about ‘political learning’. Occasionally, learning processes 

fail and power is decisive in policy resolution. Heclo insists, however, that the historical 

record shows such occasions are the exception. The implication of Heclo’s account is that 

institutional contexts differ in their capacity to facilitate political learning and to engender 

policy ideas. Sweden’s LO, for example, had formidable analytical resources to deploy on 

pension policy matters. Britain’s TUC, in contrast, was amateur in this respect, and its Labour 

Party and civil service relied on a small network of politically committed academics and 

experts to shape and reshape its pension policies in the 1950s and 60s. Finally, in an insight 

that contemporary institutionalists have termed ‘path-dependence’ Modern Social Politics 

reveals the cumulative, sequential nature of policy development; policy ideas and change are 

simultaneously prisoners of, and correctives to past policies.

Skocpol’s work has earned the description ‘state-centred’, following the invitation by her 

(and colleagues) in the 1980s to ‘bring the state back in’. In this Weberian view, states are 

viewed as actors and structures inhabited by officials whose ideas, interests and capacities
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depend on the organisation and international position o f the state; states exercise autonomy 

and may influence the goals, resources and organisation o f social actors (Immergut, 2010: 

230). She starts her analysis o f the formation o f American social security by stressing the 

distinctiveness o f its experience and the inapplicability o f mainstream theories. The logic o f 

industrialisation approach simply “does not fit well” to the US experience (Skocpol, 1995:18). 

Likewise, theories based on political class struggle “have been argued with certain state and 

party structures in mind, namely centralized and bureaucratized states with parliamentary 

parties dedicated to pursuing policy programs in the name o f entire classes, or other broad 

nation-spanning collectivities” (1995:19).

Her analysis o f the emergence and later development o f social security in the US therefore 

rests on a careful account o f the specificities o f US ‘state formation’ and its effects on the 

“goals, capacities and alliances o f politically active social groups” (Skocpol, 1995:19). What 

were these distinctive state formation processes? Contrasting the US with European polities, 

Skocpol emphasises the very early male (white) universal suffrage -  the early 19*'’ century - 

long before industrialisation, so that political loyalties were congealed early. The early 

American state was characterised by the absence o f a ‘European’ central state with a standing 

army, bureaucracy, and so on. In fact, it was a state o f ‘courts and parties’ in which state 

courts and judges, as well as party politicians held sway; the party system in the latter half o f 

the 19‘̂ ' century was highly competitive, and pervasive patronage was central to the 

administration, staffing, and operation o f public administration. It was well into the 20th 

century before the US constructed professional administrations at federal, state and local 

levels- long after the rise o f giant, private corporations and electoral democracy.

Skocpol elaborates the role o f this distinctive institutional milieu in shaping American social 

security. In an account o f  the emergence o f pensions she starts by observing that at the end o f 

the 19' '̂ century America had created a wide-ranging pensions programme. This is significant 

on two preliminary counts. First, the scale and timing o f this programme was such that it 

belies the accepted notion o f America as a welfare laggard: by 1910, about 28% of American 

men aged 65 or over were in receipt o f federal benefits. Second, the development o f this 

programme is not explicable by reference to logic o f  industrialisation theories or to 

“socioeconomically determinist theories” but requires a “polity centred approach” (1995:40). 

Briefly, America’s ‘First Social Security’ grew out o f the mass mobilisation o f men in the 

civil war, and the ‘total’ nature o f the war in terms o f mass participation and casualties. The
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u s  was fully democratic for white males and the populist Republican Party had risen to 

power invoking the slogan ‘free land, free labour, free men’, and the entire adult male 

population was subject to the call for military service. Generous provisions for soldiers and 

veterans were an integral part of the Union war effort and quickly expanded to provisions for 

widows and dependants of veterans. The sheer scale of casualties and military mobilisation 

ensured that legislated provisions quickly turned to mass provision.

But if war and its aftermath were the preconditions for the emergence of this mass provision, 

the patterns of pension growth thereafter reflect the dynamic succinctly described by Skocpol 

(1995:49): “Clearly, pensions became caught up in politics”. Specifically, the wide social 

bases of the contending parties created incentives for cross-class social politics, and the 

impact of this was magnified by the marked increase in electoral competition in the latter 

decades of the 19*'’ century. Parties expanded pensions strategically to meet electoral needs: 

geographically, in terms of timing, and in legislative steps that maximized voter recruitment; 

and both parties actively used pensions as a vehicle for patronage. Parties were the conduit 

that linked pension applicants, as constituents, to the central Pensions Bureau. The absence of 

a pre-existing national bureaucratic structure in the US allowed this populist expansion, so 

much so that the parties simply repudiated legislative attempts to codify standards and control 

costs.

Skocpol does not present this analysis to argue that the American political and institutional 

milieu is invariably prone to social security expansion. In fact, it requires a similar state- 

centred approach to explain other equally distinctive features of American social security 

policy, such as the relatively limited scope of the 1935 Social Security Act (New Deal). Why 

did this reform not usher in a “comprehensive or truly national” social security regime, with a 

full suite of national benefits embedded in a commitment to Keynesian principles of economic 

management (Skocpol, 1995:137)? Where Heclo stressed ideas and their proponents, Skocpol 

shows how the advocates of social insurance in the US had to adapt their ideas to the 

institutional context of American politics.

On the one hand, reformers were able to construct a federal system of retirement benefits de 

novo, and over time to institutionalise, expand and legitimize it. This happened in part 

because key reformers disseminated and popularised the notion of these benefits as strictly 

contributory and therefore fiscally sound. On the other hand, the framing of unemployment 

insurance in 1935 took place after some states- heavily influenced by the ‘Wisconsin School’
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(1995:145-152) -  had already experimented with unemployment and industrial injuries 

insurance. In 1932, after a protracted period o f debate and aborted legislation, the state o f 

Wisconsin introduced unemployment insurance modelled on the so-called ‘preventive’ 

approach in its industrial injuries legislation. Wisconsin reformers, placed at the centre o f 

federal government in the 1930s, operated in an environment o f considerable support for a 

‘national’ solution to unemployment insurance. However, Congress defended the pre-existing 

state level schemes and, as Skocpol (1995:158) concludes, “all o f the nationalising pressures 

inside and around the Roosevelt administration had to give way before practical institutional 

obstacles built into the federalism and congressional leverage characteristic o f the overall U.S. 

state structure” . Central to these cases and Skocpol’s wider analyses o f  US social policy is the 

counterfactual they offer to mainstream and deterministic theories.

Turning to contemporary WS studies, Bonoli’s (2000) influential comparative account of 

pension retrenchment in the 1980s and 1990s shows how the scale, timing and pattern o f WS 

change varies across institutional contexts. He first reasons that governments’ abilities to 

control retrenchment policy (and policies generally) depend on the rules which structure the 

political process and, in particular, on the degree o f power concentration. If power 

concentration is high, it frees a government intent on retrenchment to implement its policies, 

as it is not dependent on external policy actors. In the jargon o f institutionalism, constitutional 

and political milieu vary in the number and location o f ‘veto points’, i.e. points “in the policy 

making process at which a suitable coalition o f actors can prevent the adoption o f a given 

piece o f legislation” (Bonoli, 2001:238). Elaborating this reasoning, Bonoli then specifies the 

factors that affect the extent o f polities’ power concentration/fragmentation (2000:39-51; 

2001:240-8).

• Systems o f Government. Parliamentary systems give governments greater control than 

separation o f powers systems; in the former the executive is generally elected by 

parliamentary majority, and the government can resign and call elections if  its 

policies (for example, retrenchment initiatives) are resisted; conversely, in separation 

o f powers contexts politicians can vote against their governments without bringing it 

down.

• Types o f Parliament. Unicameral parliaments, where the approval o f only one layer o f 

parliament is required to effect legal change, confer greater power than bicameral 

ones in which there is a second venue o f  decision-making. In the case o f welfare
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retrenchment politics, bicameral contexts may impede an executive’s power and 

authority to implement policy change. This effect is amplified if  the two chambers are 

elected on different bases and hence dominated by different majorities.

•  Electoral Systems. These affect the number and types o f parties and therefore the type 

o f government. Elections based on single-member constituencies and one-round 

elections tend to generate smaller numbers o f parties and single-party majorities. In 

contrast, PR systems with multi-member constituencies tend to generate larger 

numbers o f parties and coalition governments. One party governments are likely to 

have greater control over policy because o f greater similarity o f views within the 

government, whereas coalitions will contain different views, and electoral 

competition between coalition parties may impel parties to ‘defect’ from unpopular 

policies - retrenchment, for example.

• Referendums. The possibility o f referenda has one important effect; it adds a veto 

point to the policy making process. On the other hand, referendum results that support 

government policies strengthen executive control over policy. Bonoli suggests that 

the impact o f referendums on power concentration is contingent on the procedures 

available to initiate them; if  referenda can only be called by government they enhance 

power concentration, vice versa if  they can be instigated by popular demand- such as 

the Swiss stipulation o f 50,000 signatures.

• Executive Authority. While most systems have dual executives (a head o f state and a 

head o f goverrmient) the head o f state in most systems has a purely symbolic role. 

However, some countries, France notably, confer considerable policy authority on a 

directly elected head o f state: this dilutes power concentration, especially if  the two 

heads are from different parties and/or the timing and frequency o f the relevant 

elections differ.

Bonoli contrasts pension retrenchment across three countries in the 1980s and early 1990s 

(UK, Switzerland and France): they all had Right or Centre-Right governments and all faced 

some financial pressure in terms o f pension sustainability. However, they represent three 

different points on the power concentration-fragmentation continuum, and their respective 

places on this continuum affect their patterns o f retrenchment. In the UK with its unicameral 

government, first-past-the post electoral system, single-party government, and the absence of
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a constraining constitution, pension retrenchment was “a paradigmatic case o f majoritarian 

policy making” (Bonoli, 2000:83). The institutional context did not incentivise the 

government to seek consensus, and the structure o f policy making facilitated a controlled, 

centralised system o f reform and decision-making. Furthermore, the government had a 

coherent ideological underpinning for its pensions policy and hence a specific policy agenda 

for pensions. In the event, the government enacted a suite o f far-reaching reforms in 1986, 

even though there was disagreement about whether reform was financially necessary. The 

reforms altered the relative roles o f the state and the market by scaling back the State- 

Earnings Related Pensions, altering the rules about occupational pensions and actively 

incentivising the growth o f individual, private provision. This pattern o f reform was 

asymmetrical: very distinct groups lost (women, workers in non-standard employment) and 

others gained (secure employees incentivized with social insurance rebates to switch from 

SERFS to private pensions).

Switzerland’s policy making system, in contrast, both requires and sustains policy 

compromise. It comprises a collegial Federal Council without a standing head o f government, 

a (symmetrical) bicameral parliament in which legislation must be endorsed in both Houses, a 

clear separation o f powers, and three different types o f referendums. As Bonoli (2000:88) 

points out, this all amounts to a “series o f veto points that bills have to overcome in order to 

be adopted”. The pension reform finally enacted on a phased basis in 1995 reflected the 

outcome o f a protracted political process which began in 1979 in the Federal Council and 

proceeded through the Federal AVS Commission. Subsequently, it was influenced by 

demands by the W omen’s Commission and political parties for gender equality in pensions 

and later again by claim and counter-claim about the relative merits o f different forms o f 

gender equality - did equality mean equal retirement ages for men and women?

The final phase o f this process -  a referendum - brings institutional factors into sharp relief 

In 1995, the government proposed a Bill that attempted to give effect to gender equality while 

simultaneously phasing in a higher retirement age for women. Swiss unions had always 

campaigned for AVS expansion, notably by means o f lower retirement ages and the Unions 

were empowered to demand a referendum; the Bill survived this referendum challenge. In this 

context the key characteristic o f the reform was its mix o f both expansion and retrenchment o f 

the first tier (AVS) o f the Swiss pension system: expansion, because it modernised women’s 

pensions in various ways, and retrenchment because it increased the retirement age for
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women. As Bonoli (2000:117) states, “the pressures for consensus remain strong” in this 

polity. The difficulty in effecting policy change - and specifically the uncertainty created by 

the referendum process -  shaped the preferences and strategies o f policy actors. Right parties 

declined to support a single-item Bill that increased w om en’s retirement age as this would 

have risked defeat. On the other hand, the Bill with both sets o f measures divided the left 

between supporters o f the gender reform and those for whom the retirement age was the key 

issue. In effect “the combination o f expansion and retrenchment within a single piece o f 

legislation proved an effective strategy for the right wing majority to deal with the uncertainty 

constituted by the referendum and to obtain the adoption o f an element o f retrenchment” 

(2000:117)

This particular study highlights many o f the core features o f comparative, institutional 

analyses (Clasen, 2005; Obinger et al, 2010). In such analyses comparative retrenchment 

outcomes are neither functionally pre-determined by objective pressures, nor wholly shaped 

by the relative strengths o f socio-economic interests or Left-Right mobilisation. These studies 

identify cross-national variations in institutional domains as a set o f independent variables 

that structure policy change. One o f these institutional domains is the existing social security 

system: the comparative patterns o f pension policy change in Bonoli’s study arose in part 

from the pension systems already in place and the demands and opportunities for change that 

they brought.

O ’Brien’s (2008) study o f retrenchment in one country, New Zealand, examines the 

interaction o f globalization, indigenous political institutions and social security. This country 

experienced radical retrenchment according to Starke (2008). O ’Brien’s account starts with 

N Z’s rapid and comprehensive insertion in the early 1980s into the global economy. Against 

the backdrop o f the historical evolution o f social security in NZ and the onset o f economic 

crisis and devaluation in 1980, he gives a benchmark o f social security provisions in 1984 and 

documents in detail the changes in social security in the two subsequent decades (2008:20- 

37). As another observer o f these changes in NZ remarked, there was “no programme left 

unscathed” (Obinger et al, 2010:21). The changes included nominal benefit reductions, 

greater conditionality for benefits for the unemployed, and cuts in lone parent benefits. 

O ’Brien (2008:36) concludes that the changes comprised “a critical shift from participation 

and belonging in society to participation in paid work as the basis o f social security assistance 

from the state. The nature and basis o f citizenship is accordingly changed”.
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Does this shift arise from the unavoidable pressures o f globahsation? O’Brien (2008: 123- 

146) shows that this exceptional retrenchment was facilitated by the way globalisation 

pressures were mediated institutionally and politically. After the National Party’s loss of 

office in 1984, the Labour Party entered government and embarked on a policy programme 

that departed markedly from the famous historic compromise that had underpinned the NZ 

welfare state. This was possible because, first, the majoritarian electoral system and single 

chamber government imparted a high degree o f power concentration. Second, this was 

compounded by the centralised nature o f NZ policy making and, in particular, the institutional 

dominance of the Treasury. Third, the dominant influence o f neo-liberal ideas among policy 

elites gave an intellectual rationale not only for the specific social policy changes, but also for 

the acceptance o f market driven globalisation as an overall policy imperative (‘there is no 

alternative’):policy elites interpreted globalisation as a ‘crisis reality’.

That these dynamics were influential was contingent on the ideational and organisational 

weakness o f Labour. Labour, like the National Party and civil society generally, was left 

without a coherent policy paradigm after the abandonment o f the protectionist economy, 

wage-eamer welfare state. It was therefore susceptible to the globalisation-markets narrative 

o f the Treasury and policy elites. Furthermore, the Trade Unions were closely linked to the 

Labour Party, and as the Labour government embarked on its retrenchment programme, the 

(male dominated) unions received wage increases (offsetting the wage freeze imposed since 

1980). In Haiisermann’s (2012) terms this was ‘protectionist’ retrenchment; increased pay for 

insiders and welfare retrenchment for outsiders. O ’Brien (2008:142) recognises “the 

importance o f globalisation in reshaping welfare states” and equally accepts that “the nature, 

shape and direction o f its effects are mediated by local political factors” . The significance o f 

this particular study is the corrective it offers to the Piersonian tendency to ignore 

globalisation in favour o f post-industrial pressures and national institutions. Notwithstanding 

the need to analyse the institutional, political and discursive mediation o f globalisation, there 

may be quite specific contexts in which the impacts o f globalisation are immediate and 

significant.

Finally, as O ’Brien’s analysis spans more than two decades, it facilitates analysis o f the 

sequencing and consequences o f retrenchment. In 1996, after more than a decade o f 

retrenchment, the government (now the National Party) attempted to alter the basis o f NZ 

Superannuation - heretofore universal and citizenship based - by introducing national
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insurance. This required a referendum: in a high turnout poll the proposal was heavily 

defeated. The accumulated retrenchment engendered popular suspicion o f the government, 

and also shifted the discourse away from globalisation-related debates about the ‘need’ for 

retrenchment to critiques o f the poverty and related social consequences o f retrenchment. 

Also, the proposed change was truly ‘path-departing’; the popular repudiation o f the proposal 

at this particular juncture -  after a decade o f retrenchment - shows that the success or 

otherwise o f long-term retrenchment initiatives is contingent on timing and sequencing.

Stiller’s (2010) study o f reform in Germany’s welfare state reflects the ‘ideational turn’ in 

WS analyses. This exercise starts with a critique o f the scholarly emphasis on the resilience o f 

the WS; Esping Andersen (1990) presumes change within the parameters o f long-established 

regimes and Pierson (2001) invokes new politics to explain resilience. Germany was the 

exemplar o f the unchanged, ‘frozen landscape’ o f European welfare states, and yet it did  

change. The fact o f this change, Stiller argues, reveals the limitations o f institutionalist 

accounts that focus on obstacles to change and points to neglected sources o f change: ideas 

and agency. Germany’s institutional landscape explains why it would present obstacles to 

reform: multiple veto points such as its federal structure, bicameral parliament, strong 

judiciary with a role in policy review, and corporatist arrangements for interest mediation and 

social insurance. In this unlikely setting, structural reform took place, and Stiller argues that 

‘Ideational Leadership’ is the explanatory factor.

Stiller’s Ideational Leadership (IL) is not essentially about power. It focuses on “innovation- 

mindedness, persuasion, and the breaking down o f vested resistance to change without relying 

merely on one’s position o f authority” (Stiller, 2010:43). To apply this model. Stiller first 

specifies that the kind o f agents capable o f  IL are “policy-seeking” rather than “power- 

seeking” actors (2010:38), and then sets out the stages through which IL progresses: it 

identifies the problems o f the status quo, creating an acceptance o f  failure; attempts to 

legitimize new policies and their fundamental principles; frames resistance to reform as 

problematic for the collective interest, and acts to build political consensus through coalition- 

building and concessions. In a detailed analysis o f health, pensions, and unemployment 

policies. Stiller identifies the agents o f policy change and documents the stages o f IL policy 

change. The changes in policy were structural, entailing new principles and institutional 

arrangements. For example, the Hartz labour market reforms entailed the abolition o f the 

older three-pillar system, merging the labour market services for the unemployed able to
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work, intensified placement activities, lower benefit levels, and a recasting o f activation as an 

expression o f social justice and fairness.

IL is one version o f ideas-based approaches to WS change; its strength is that it links ideas to 

agency and to a particular type o f change. However, the role o f ideational approaches is 

contested. As Vis and Kersbergen (2014:108-112) show, ideational explanations are circular. 

Where change has happened, ideas have been responsible and where reform fails the correct 

ideas have not been applied. But why do some decision makers act on a specific idea and 

others do not? And what o f the type o f change that Thelen and Mahoney (2010) call ‘drift’- a 

choice not to act in the presence o f problems and o f ideas to redress them? These questions 

about the role ideas in WS change have generated a debate about how to incorporate ideas in 

accounts o f change. For example, Schmidt (2002, 2008, 2011) argues in favour o f a discursive 

form o f institutionalism that views ideas as the cause o f change, whereas most institutionalists 

see ideational approaches as complements to functional reasoning and politics approaches

New Institutionalism - C onclusions and Im plications

This account o f the dominant paradigm in the study o f WS change has implications for the 

present study. Before turning to social security in Ireland, it is useful to note some challenges 

that arise in studies o f WS change. Clearly, new institutionalism is an analytical strategy 

rather than a theory; for those seeking representative, quantitative evidence as a basis for 

generalisation and statistical extrapolation, it is epistemologically unsatisfactory. New 

Institutionalist analyses are, Pierson and Skocpol (2002:693) insist, “A coherent genre” . This 

genre, typified by single N and small N studies, allows the formulation of, and also arises 

from real-world puzzles - can a small, welfare state without either Christian or Social 

Democracy, survive the supposed ravages o f globalisation? It also facilitates the proper 

analysis of historical processes by focusing on sequences and the impact they have -  will 

programmes o f social security cuts always lead to political retribution or will they, in turn, 

change the goals and expectations o f the public? To those who criticise the context-driven, 

case study approach Pierson and Skocpol (2002:715) suggest that it is particularly successful 

at “intellectual cumulation” (sic)- a process in which communities o f scholars, over time, 

address substantively interesting, problem-driven research. As Mahoney (2002, cited in 

Pierson and Skocpol, 2002) pointed out, the scholarship on many key topics -such  as the rise 

o f authoritarianism and the emergence o f welfare states -  would be decidedly thinner if the
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accumulated case studies were simply struck from the record. However, the application o f this 

approach must recognise certain conceptual and methodological complexities.

Institutionalism, as noted earlier, embodies a particular notion o f causation, one that specifies 

context as having an effect quite independently o f individual variables. This form o f 

reasoning differs from correlation-type analysis. As Vis and Van Kersbergen (2014) and 

many other scholars point out (Kangas, 1992; Heclo, 1974), the underlying theoretical 

approach and the empirical questions to hand require scholars not merely to identify 

relationships between variables but to identify historically how  they arose, and to explore 

whether these relationships apply in all contexts. Correlation analysis, it might be said, 

obscures sequencing, meaning and strategy. For example, a negative correlation coefficient 

between Left power and the degree o f retrenchment would beg questions that statistical 

correlation cannot answer: how might a Left party avoid retrenchment- by sustaining support 

for high taxation? Do Left parties implement limited, strategic cuts at specific times as part o f 

a wider strategy- if they do, then this strategy is obscured in the overall coefficient which 

records the ‘average’ relationship. As Kangas (1992:27) stated:

A problem with statistical analysis in this area is that actual social policy reforms are the 

outcom es o f  com plex political processes where the influence exerted by each party is muffled and 

filtered in a number o f  ways and at successive levels o f  decision-m aking. The central aspects o f  

human conduct -  intentionality, purpose and strategy -  can be captured more closely by a detailed 

historical approach to scientific explanation.

It is important to note that this analytical strategy is not simply a plea for non-quantitative 

methods, but recognition o f the limits o f correlation analysis. In fact, as Bonoli (2013) and 

Huber and Stephens (2001) show, historical and contextual narratives can be productively 

combined with statistical modelling in the analysis o f WS change.

An equally important consideration within a case study is the choice o f WS subject and its 

theoretical relevance. Hausermann (2010), for example, opts to study pensions; her reasoning 

is that pensions are the most deeply embedded parts o f European social protection. If  she can 

show that change can happen here, then it allows a more general deduction that substantial 

WS change is possible even in Europe’s supposedly resilient welfare states. Hacker and 

Pierson (2002) point to the danger o f making strong theoretical claims on the basis o f a 

questionable case. They question Skocpol’s (1992) assertion o f the autonomy o f the US state 

which is based on her analyses o f m others’ pensions. This aspect o f the WS is a  priori less
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likely to arouse the interests o f employers, and hence analyses o f unemployment benefits or 

workers’ sick pay might yield different conclusions about the relative roles o f State and 

Capital.

Is it possible to clearly define the nature o f WS change within the framework o f institutional 

analyses? Although they can be refined, scholars have long abandoned aggregate, 

expenditure-based measures such as the change in ‘welfare effort’ for two reasons: it conflates 

socio-demographic influences with policy change and it is one-dimensional, capturing only 

the size o f the WS. In social security, o f course, changes in the generosity o f benefits can be 

computed, but these only reflect one dimension o f policy. Scholars have yet to construct an 

agreed, widely applicable, general analytical classification that records the quality and 

direction o f social security change. Pierson’s (2001 A) distinction (re

commodification/recalibration/cost containment) runs along a commodification continuum 

and other scholars devise their own programme-specific classifications o f change (Clasen and 

Clegg, 2007; Stiller, 2010). Researchers are increasingly adopting Mahoney and Thelen’s 

(2010) famous distinction between these forms o f change; conversion, layering and drift. 

Hacker (2004) gives this example o f ‘layering’. Decision makers might resist any reduction in 

state retirement pensions, but supplement these with a ‘layer’ o f private, voluntary, possibly 

tax-subsidised private pensions. In this form o f WS change private, for-profit providers need 

only secure introduction o f the new layer without retrenchment o f the old layer.

The point about the Mahoney-Thelen schema is that they developed it to analyse very gradual, 

cumulative, long-run change in political institutions, and the types o f change they identify 

relate to the circumstances in which change agents o f different types operate. Hacker (2004) 

has shown that the schema is especially applicable to the USA where state provisions for 

health, pensions, and so on are paralleled by very substantial private market provisions and 

policy actors lobbying for such provisions. As the pension example above illustrates, this 

gives rise to a specific configuration o f obstacles to and opportunities for change. However, it 

is not clear that the conversion/layering/drift classification can be adapted to any context; this 

is not surprising in view o f the diversity across welfare states and the complexity and m ulti

dimensionality o f the welfare state - and, indeed o f social security.

Finally, ‘drift’ is a form o f policy change that raises a fundamental question about 

retrenchment analyses. Drift occurs where policies and provisions remain stable - they are not 

retrenched -  but changing social conditions alter their capacity to achieve their basic goals.
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For example, a stable, traditional unemployment benefit system might bypass the growing 

numbers o f new risk clientele such as lone parents or part-time workers, leading to a decline 

in the overall effectiveness o f social protection -  perhaps even a growth in poverty and social 

exclusion. For Hacker (2004:248), this gulf between stable provisions and changing contexts 

is a “form o f retrenchment” and in the US it was “the most pervasive dynamic” in the 1980s 

and 1990s. This clarification has methodological implications. It is a useful reminder o f 

Green-Pedersen’s (2007) distinction between policy outputs such as laws and provisions, and 

outcomes such as poverty rates. Most studies o f  WS change focus on outputs. Hacker’s 

critique implies that at the very least analyses o f policy outputs -fo r  example, measurements 

o f policy change -  do not presume outcomes. In the context o f the present study - and to 

anticipate some empirical findings - a largely unchanged social security system does not 

imply unchanged social outcomes.
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Chapter Two

The Development of Social Security in Ireland

Introduction

This thesis is concerned with social security in Ireland from 1981-2007. This chapter 

documents the development of social security up to 1981 and reviews the existing analytical 

literature on the emergence of social security in Ireland.

Chronological Overview

Table 2.1 below summarises developments from 1920 to 1981. The earliest provisions were 

transposed from the UK before political independence; old-age (means-tested) pensions and 

unemployment benefit were introduced in 1908 and 1911 respectively. The former reform 

was universally popular and the latter controversial (Cooke, 1990; Barrington, 1987). In the 

UK, the national insurance legislation contained provisions for both unemployment and 

sickness benefits- the latter to provide for the costs of sickness absence from work and 

medical care costs. There was opposition to the medical care provisions from the Catholic 

Hierarchy and the Irish medical profession, mediated through the Irish Parliamentary Party. 

In the event, the medical care provisions were not introduced; one of the grounds on which 

they were repudiated would be invoked in later controversies - the supposed unsuitability of 

social insurance in a largely rural economy.

There were no core developments in the first decade of political independence. The policies 

of the Cumann na nGael government were orthodox and regressive. Kelly describes this as 

a decade of “remarkable neglecf’ in social policy (Kelly, 1996:104). Economic, taxation, 

budgetary, and social policy were focused on supporting the exporting agricultural sector, 

reducing taxes on farmers and higher earners, and containing public expenditure. For 

example, in 1924 the government reduced the old age pension. Actually, the government 

had evidence of over claiming because of the absence of birth certification among the older 

population; furthermore, as the price level fell from 1922-24, the reduction did not imply a 

real reduction for many pensioners. Also, the pension levels established at the time of the 

1908 act were set in the context of UK incomes and prices were, accordingly, generous by 

Irish standards (O’ Grada. 2002). Nevertheless, the decision become a symbol of party 

political differences in social policy
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Table 2.1: Historical Development of Social Security in Ireland

P h ase No. o f  

C o re  L aw

N ew  S ocial S ecu rity  

P ro v is io n s

Policy  co n tex t

-1921

2 U nem ploym ent 

Insurance; O ld  age assistance.

W elfare in itiatives in U K  as a response to  po| 

m ob ilisa tion ; L iberal U K  reform s applied  in Irela

1922-31 

N ew  State

0 E m phasis on agricu ltu re  and F inancial o rthodoxy; 

m inim al reform  o f  P oor Law to  achieve ‘effic ienc

1932-47 

Populist and 

In terventionist

3

U nem ploym ent A ssistance - 

urban and rural,;

W idow s’ pensions; C hild  bene

E conom ic nationalism  and social popu 

in tervention  to

support ag ricu ltu re  and farm  fam ilies; state prote 

o f  native industry  and em p loym en t in itia tives

1948-52

Reform

2

N ational system  o f  

social insurance; 

D isability  benefit.

Form ation  o f  fa rm ers’ parties, w ar austerity  

and spill over o f  UK reform s create  popu lar demc 

for social reform

1953- 60 

Stagnation

0 D eflationary  policies and fiscal O rthodoxy

1961-79

Expansion

6

O ld age insurance;

O ccupational In juries; Invalidi

pension; Lone P arent B enefits

M aternity  benefit; C om prehei 

social social insurance

S tate-led  industria lisation ; expansion  o f  public  se 

broad

P rogram m e o f  expanded  social righ ts and s 

services

The government reduced expenditure in 1923 and 1924, reduced income tax in 1926 and 

estate duties in 1924, and also de-rated agricultural land. In addition to the reduction in the
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pension, the government reduced the subsidy to the National Health Insurance Society and 

curtailed maternity and sanatorium benefit. Taken together with a significant rise in 

unemployment during the decade, the reliance o f most o f the unemployed on the local Poor 

Law and the neglect o f employment policy for the urban poor, the overall impact o f these 

policies was distinctly harsh. Lee (1989:124) gave this polemical summation: “the cabinet 

waged a coherent campaign against the weaker elements in the community. The poor, the 

aged, the unemployed, must all feel the lash o f the liberator” .

In 1932 Fianna Fail commenced a period in government that continued till 1948 and 

implemented a populist programme o f social improvement and economic development. 

Fianna Fail adopted Sinn F ein ’s economic philosophy (self-sufficiency) and intervened in 

the economy by boosting construction, establishing state enterprises, extending the long

standing programme o f land redistribution, and implementing protectionist industrial 

policies As Kelly (1996:211) observed, Fianna Fail described itself as “the poor m an’s 

government” . Responding to the popular revulsion at the Poor Law and the impracticality o f 

devising work schemes or improved unemployment insurance, the government introduced 

Unemployment Assistance and W idows’ pensions in the mid-1930s.

The introduction o f Children’s Allowance in 1943, was an important innovation and has been 

extensively studied (Lee, 1989; Cousins, 2003; Cousins, 1999). The concerns that led policy 

makers to consider this initiative were the need to counter the decline in population revealed 

in the 1936 Census and to give financial substance to the role ascribed to the family in the 

1937 Constitution. Actually, the Interdepartmental Report established to consider the issue 

gave little credence to demographic or pro-natalist arguments. Instead, it addressed the 

problem of family poverty and recommended a means-tested payment for large, low-income 

families (Government o f Ireland, 1942). In fact, the government implemented a universal 

payment: all families o f three or more children would receive a monthly payment in respect 

o f the third and subsequent children. Both Lee (1989) and Cousins (1999) ascribe the timing 

and the design of this initiative partly to electoral considerations - a point we return to below.

Fianna Fail, was replaced by a five party coalition from 1948 to 1951, a widely studied 

period in Irish welfare state development. Governments in the 1940s were committed to 

social improvement - most notably in health care, but also in social security (Barrington, 

1987; Cousins, 1999; Kelly, 1996). When the coalition took office in 1948 a White Paper on 

health had already been published anticipating the introduction o f comprehensive health
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provisions, and the Fianna Fail government had established the Department o f Social 

Welfare (DSW) following an inter-departmental review o f future organisational needs in 

social services (Cousins, 2003).

The three key points to note about social security at this juncture are as follows. First, the 

Fianna Fail government o f 1944-48 had repudiated two Catholic-Corporatist initiatives: the 

Report o f  the Committee on Vocational Organisation (1943) and the Dignan Plan, Outlines o f  

a Scheme o f  National Health Insurance (1945). The former was a fully elaborated model o f 

government premised on principles o f subsidiarity and vocationalism, and the latter, written 

by a prominent Catholic cleric who was Chairman o f the National Health Insurance Society, 

advanced a comprehensive, eamings-related social insurance system that would be governed 

by quasi-autonomous, occupationally-based organisations. Second, the Inter-Party 

government through its (Labour Party) Minister for Social Welfare published Social Security. 

This was heavily influenced by the Beveridge Report {Social Insurance and Allied Services) 

and proposed to introduce a state-run social insurance system based on flat-rate benefits. 

Third, the net outcome o f the political developments after the Plan was published 

(McCullagh, 1998; Cousins, 2003, Carey, 2008;) was a significant reform o f social security 

in 1952, although the 1952 reform was less comprehensive than either the White Paper or the 

(aborted) Bill introduced by the Minister.

The 1952 Act established a national system o f social insurance and made it the 

responsibility o f the Minister and newly-established Department o f  Social Welfare. It 

incorporated the previously fragmented sickness benefits (by abolishing the National Health 

Insurance Society), and the pre-existing W idows’ schemes, as well as adding dependants’ 

allowances to the Disability and Unemployment payments. The new system o f benefits and 

contributions did not include old age or retirement benefits and excluded farmers, the self- 

employed, much o f the public sector and many high income employees. The reform was 

therefore an attenuated version o f the Beveridge Plan. Briefly, the Labour Party Minister for 

Social Welfare, characterised by Kelly (1996:221) as “Ireland’s first social democratic 

Minster for Social Welfare”, had proposed a full-blown version o f Beveridge in the 1949 

Plan. Cousins’ (2003) and Carey’s (2008) studies show that a variety o f factors - economic, 

political and social- prevented the Minister from implementing the plan. The coalition lost 

office in 1951 in the wake o f the Mother-and-Child health policy controversy and it fell to 

Fianna Fail to implement the 1952 reforms. The interpretation o f these developments is
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critical to an understanding of social security development in Ireland and we return to it 

below.

The expansion o f social security did not resume until the early 1960s. During the two 

decades that followed, the logic o f the 1952 social insurance legislation was followed with 

the introduction o f old age pensions and other benefits. Furthermore, benefit levels rose 

significantly in real terms and relative to average incomes (NESC, 1975). These two decades 

were characterised by growing national income, rising employment, and increased 

industrialisation and urbanisation. Fianna Fail remained in government throughout, with the 

exception of the 1973-1977 Fine Gae//Labour coalition. During the 1970s coalition, there 

was an increased tempo to reform, notably successive reductions in the pension age, 

significant increases in Children’s Allowances, the replacement o f the discretionary Poor 

Law system with a national assistance safety net, and the introduction o f income replacement 

supplements for unemployment and disability.

Table 2.1 summarises the historical detail. Table 2.2 gives a quantitative overview o f social 

welfare from political independence to 1981. Taken together, Tables 2.3 and 2.4 suggest that 

social security development in Ireland should not be viewed as comparatively retarded - a 

view that is strongly implicit in many accounts (Lee, 1989, Powell, 1982, Cook. 1992; Kelly, 

1996). Table 2.3 records the scores for a wide range o f countries in 1960 on Cutright’s (1965) 

Social Insurance Program Experience index, which combines measures o f the number of 

programs and the length o f time they had been established in 1960. The index does not 

measure comprehensiveness or generosity: it indicates the relative speed with which the 

countries’ earliest provisions developed. Ireland’s score on the index is 125, placing it in the 

range o f higher-scoring countries.

Table 2.4, based on Flora’s (1987) authoritative analyses, records the year in which European 

countries and the USA introduced major programmes and shows the average year for each 

programme. These details confirm that Ireland was not historically late in adopting welfare 

programmes; to the contrary, it was among the earlier providers in some instances.
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Table 2.2: Social Security Indicators, Ireland, 1920s to 1980s

Indicators

Early

1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s

Per cent o f  elderly in 

receipt o f  pension

47.6 38.9 42.5 47.6 48.5 48.6 62.0

Per cent o f  Children in receipt 
C hildren’s Allowance

n.a n.a 29.9 31.5 54.4 82.6 87.6

Social Insurance as % o f 

total expenditure

29.2 22.8 18.3 26.9 45.8 54.7 58.7

Per cent o f  labour force in full 
social

insurance

15.7 18.5 28.1 33.2 45.2 51.0 55.4

Replacem ent ratio, (net) 

Unemployment benefit 

Single man %

n.a n.a n.a 20.9 17.5 23.7 26.4

RR assistance pension* 

(net) single man

18.8 16.2

(21.5)

22.2

(26.3)

28.8

(33.6)

Sources: Annual Reports o f  the Department o f  Social W elfare; Central Statistics Office;*figures in brackets are for 
insurance pensions; n.a. is not applicable- scheme not enacted; blank cells where data are not available
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Table 2.3 Social Insurance Program Experience (SIPE), Selected Countries: Score on 
SIPE scale in 1960.

Nation Score (years)

Australia 118

Austria 121

Belgium 135

Bulgaria 100

Canada 106

C zechoslovakia 97

Denmark 117

Finland 96

France 135

G erm any 115

G reat Britain 124

Greece ICO

Hungary 104

Ire land 125

Italy 133

Luxem bourg 122

Netherlands 130

N ew  Zealand 131

N orw ay 121

Poland 95

Portugal 100

Rom ania 98

Russia 98

Spain 131

Sweden 122

Switzerland 104

U nited  States 95

Y ugoslavia 115

Source: C ulrighl (1965: 549)
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Table 2.4 Years of Introduction of social security benefits, OECD countries; number of years 

after or before 1900 and average per programme.

Country

Programme

Industrial

injury

Health Pension Unemployment Family

Allowances

Belgium

3 -6 0 20 30

Netherlands 1 29 13 16 40

France -2 -2 -5 5 32

Italy -2 -14 -2 19 36

Germany -29 -17 -11 27 54

Ire lan d -3 n 8 11 44

UK -3 11 8 11 45

Denmark -2 -8 -9 7 52

Norway -6 9 36 6 46

Sweden 1 -9 13 34 47

Finland -5 63 37 17 48

Austria -3 -12 27 20 21

Switzerland -19 11 46 24 52

Australia 2 45 9 45 41

New Zealand 0 38 -2 38 26

Canada 30 71 27 40 44

USA 30 65 35 35

Average -0.41 16.8 13.5 21.9 41.1*

Source: Pierson  (2006; 110), based on Flora  (1987a; 1987b) and author’s calculations * Excluding the USA: 
i f  the USA score is 100 the average is 44.6: years before 1900 are minus. Notes: The original table on which the 
above data are based contains the year in which the programmes were first introduced, but this original table 
is incorrect in some respects. Pierson incorrectly describes the program m es as “social insurance” when some 
o f  the program m es were actually means-tested, for exam ple the pensions introduced in 1908 in Ireland and 
the UK were social assistance pensions. Likewise, there is some am biguity about the reference to “Sickness 
insurance”, as the data for Ireland can only be correct if  it refers to sickness absence paym ents for workers 
rather than insurance against the cost o f  health care. Finally, the USA figure for sickness relates to the 
introduction o f  M edicaid in the USA in 1965 which provided some income protection for sick employees, 
whereas Pierson lives the cell blank, presumably on the basis that the USA does not have a social insurance 
system for health care provisions.
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The Development of Social Security

This section briefly reviews the available studies o f  the emergence o f social security. Kelly 

(1996) and Cook (1990) report historical studies based on official archives: for the 20'*’ 

century the available archives extend only to 1952. Kelly’s analysis covers the years 1922- 

1952 while Cooke’s research spans the Poor Law era commencing in 1838 and extends the 

account to the late 1980s. The lack o f primary archives for the years since 1952 means that 

Cooke’s work on the latter three decades relies on limited sources. Powell (1982) attempts an 

overarching account o f the totality o f Irish social policy from 1672-1972. These studies 

emphasise the influence o f the British 19‘*' century Poor Law and how its “demonization” 

(Kelly, 1996: 17) became a spur to pre and post-independence nationalists. They also stress 

the British legacy (Cooke, 1990), both in the timing and nature o f the early 20'^ century 

reforms and in the later influence o f Beveridge. Finally, in relation to the 20*'’ century they 

adopt a similar chronological framework to that followed in general histories o f Ireland, and 

summarised in Table 2.1. All identify sharp differences between retrenchment in the 1920s 

and populist expansion in the 1930s and 40s, and pay particular attention to the post-war era.

However, these studies do not specify what it is they attempt to explain and imply that social 

security development in Ireland was comparatively retarded. Kelly (1995:257-8), for 

example, presents one table o f comparative indicators with data for Ireland, Finland, Norway 

and Denmark. The indicators do not support this argument. The comparative data he records 

for the post-war period (social insurance coverage and aggregate social expenditure) convey 

a mixed picture, with Ireland’s aggregate expenditure second highest o f the four and its social 

insurance coverage third (Kelly, 1995; 257-8). Likewise, Cook’s and Kelly’s conclusions 

about the 1952 Act describe it pejoratively; for example. Cook (1990:102) claims the Act was 

“residual” and “much diluted”. These analyses presume that a full-blown Beveridge system is 

the benchmark against which to assess the 1952 legislation, and that Ireland is a welfare 

laggard. Their accounts are problematic in three respects: a misinterpretation o f the role of 

the Church, a failure to specify the role o f politics, and a neglect o f  political economy and 

economic interests.

Powell (1992), Cook (1990), and Kelly (1996) attribute considerable influence to the 

Catholic Church. These analyses, along with the scholarly attention given to the infamous 

Church-State controversy in health care in the 1940s (Barrington, 1987; Browne, 1986;
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Whyte, 1972; Lee, 1989), have tended to legitimise the rubric ‘Catholic’ in some descriptions 

of Ireland’s welfare state (McLaughlin, 1993). It is clearly uncontroversial to interrogate the 

role of Catholicism in shaping social security. The context was Catholic in terms of 

denominational membership, religious practice, the potential influence of Catholic Social 

Teaching, the pervasive presence of lay Catholic organisations, the ‘moral monopoly’ (Inglis, 

1979) of the Church over sexual mores, and the explicitly Catholic constitution adopted in 

1937. Indeed, the Catholic Hierarchy was a policy actor both in the early era of reforms 

(1908-11) and again in the late 1940s. Kelly (1995:61) suggests that the Catholic Church 

“undermined the efforts of those seeking to establish a centralised welfare state”, and Cook 

(1990:48) argues that the Church “emasculated” the 1911 national insurance reforms

These accounts portray the Church as a veto player. However, other policy actors had 

important roles in shaping the 1911 and 1952 reforms and the aborted health expansion of the 

late 1940s. As Lee (1989) and Barrington (1987) show, the medical profession and the Irish 

Parliamentary Party both opposed the defeated aspect of the 1911 proposals and the Church’s 

role was not critical: it added a moral veneer to the opposition of commercial agrarian 

interests. In relation to the 1949-52 developments. Cook and Kelly provide evidence of some 

Catholic clerics’ opposition to the 1949 White Paper; this opposition was a “venomous 

dismissal” according to Cook (1990:106). However, their emphasis on the Church is not 

consistent with the historical record. The one specific social security proposal by a Catholic 

cleric. Bishop Dignan (Dignan, 1944), was undoubtedly Catholic-Corporatist, underpinned 

by Catholic notions of subsidiarity and vocationalism. This proposal was publicly repudiated 

by the government, and the Bishop-author was dismissed from his position as chairman of the 

National Health Insurance Society. This contradicts any simple account of the Church as a 

veto-player or a “major internal influence” (Kelly, 1996:38).

None of the three authors - Cook, Kelly, Powell, reconcile the role they ascribe to the 

Catholic Church with the influence they impute to Beveridge. Kelly (1996:14) insists that the 

latter’s influence “was extraordinary” and Cook (1987; 1990) stressed the centrality of the 

British legacy. It is not clear in what sense the 1952 provisions were Catholic; the model of a 

national insurance system built around contingencies and conferring flat-rate benefits on a 

male breadwinner basis was Beveridgean. The male breadwinner element -  potentially a 

defining feature o f a Catholic model of social security - was not imposed through Catholic 

intervention: Beveridge too - a British liberal - was an adherent of this dependency-based 

model. There is no evidence that the institutional church -  as distinct from individual,
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fundamentalist clerics, translated its ‘moral monopoly’ (Inglis, 1979) and rhetorical 

adherence to Catholic Social Teaching into specific demands about social security.

These analyses tend to conflate social security and health policy. They depict the Church as 

the interventionist obstacle to the 1948-51 government’s health proposals and then 

extrapolate this scenario to social security: Powell (1982: 149), for example, argues that 

policy outcomes at this time were “an assertion o f Catholic power” . Neither o f these 

analytical steps is justified. The historical scholarship on health politics (Lee, 1989; 

Barrington, 1987; Whyte, 1972) points, in fact, to a complex and highly contingent situation 

involving the medical profession, inter and intra party differences in the context o f a five 

party coalition government, an interventionist civil service and the church. Even if it were a 

veto player in health, there would be no reason to presume a similar political dynamic in 

social security.

In relation to politics, these historical works do not analyse politics in the formation o f Irish 

social security, beyond describing the differences in emphasis between the 1920s Fine Gael 

and 1930s-40s Fianna Fail governments. Kelly attempts to explain the supposedly retarded 

development o f social security by invoking Korpi’s power-resource model. For Kelly 

(1995:38), the defining feature o f politics was the “virtual absence o f a strong unified social 

democratic party” : a complete Beveridge Plan would have been implemented “had social 

democratic parties achieved power before this time” (Kelly, 1996: 64-5). This analysis does 

not show how politics actually shaped social security. Cook’s account o f social security 

extends to the 1980s and eschews any explanation o f the role o f politics, as does Powell’s. 

Strikingly, they do not draw on the large body o f political science scholarship to specify the 

nature o f Irish politics and its link to social security (Mair, 1987; Laver, 1992; Coakley and 

Gallagher, 2005). The essential problem for historical analyses o f social security politics is 

that Ireland’s party system is rather incongruous in the context o f standard classifications of 

party systems. Implicitly, these studies take the absence o f a social democratic party as the 

only relevant politics variable, ignoring the established historical evidence o f the social 

content o f nationalist politics. Furthermore, in relation to the period o f social security growth 

after 1960 Cook (1990) and Powell (1992) do not consider the changing social bases o f Irish 

parties and the impact these had on party attachment, electoral competition and coalition- 

formation.

66



Finally, the strictly chronological approach o f these studies fails to interrogate political 

economy and the role o f economic interests. None o f the studies confronts a central issue: 

agriculture and agrarian interests. Agriculture was the key sector in the Irish economy till 

1961, and family farms were the single most important unit in the Irish social structure. 

However, Cook (1990) and Kelly (1996) focus on the incomplete version o f Beveridge 

adopted in 1952, ignoring the central questions as to why and how a rural society might adopt 

a social security model from an advanced industrialised society. Additionally, while Cook 

and Powell note the shift to industrialisation and the increased tempo o f social security 

development after 1960 they do not analyse the relationship between them. Cook (1990:116) 

seems to adopt functional reasoning, arguing, for example, that unemployment and 

redundancy payments expanded because economic development ""required a more active 

employment strategy” (emphasis added). This deterministic approach abstracts social security 

from the wider political economy: the growth o f a unionised workforce and o f business and 

employer confederations. The narrative o f social security expansion in Cook (1990) and 

Powell (1992) is potentially compatible with quite varied theoretical stances; a power- 

resources model based on the growth in union membership and militancy; a modernisation 

perspective built on the simultaneous timing o f industrialisation and social security growth, 

and a state-centred account stressing the interventionist character o f the Irish state.

Analytical Studies

This section reviews the theoretically informed studies o f social security development. 

Carey’s (2008) Social Security in Ireland 1939-1952; the Limits to Solidarity, is particularly 

valuable in the present context; first, it offers a theoretically grounded explanation o f the 

1952 Act; secondly, it integrates the historical detail with a careful assessment o f the general 

theoretical approaches; thirdly, it attempts to extrapolate from both history and theory to the 

later development o f the system towards the end o f the 1970s. Carey notes (2008:1) that 

Ireland’s welfare state is “puzzling”, and describes the challenge o f understanding these 

puzzles as follows: “there is, to be frank, rather too much comparative theory and rather too 

little Irish theory” (2008: 13). She identifies the three schools o f thought in welfare state 

theory, outlines generic problems with each approach and the problems with each approach 

offered by the Irish case.

Carey acknowledges the underlying problems o f the industrialisation/functionalist approach 

and adds two additional criticisms relevant to the Ireland. First, this approach neglects the
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role o f agrarian economies and agrarian politics, giving urban workers and trade unions and 

their political representatives first place in their analyses. Second, social security emerged in 

the pre-industrial economy, and the institutional core o f the system was devised prior to the 

first phase o f significant industrialisation. Ireland’s sequencing o f the relevant transitions 

(democratisation, industrialisation, urbanisation, and so on) does not fit the modernisation 

story.

In relation to the politics perspective, she reviews the ‘politics matters’ controversy and 

notes the added problem with such approaches in the Irish case (Carey 2008:28); the unusual 

nature o f the Irish party system when viewed in terms o f the standard classification o f party 

systems in Europe devised by Lipset and Rokkan. (They observed that European party 

systems -  unlike Ireland’s - emerged from four key cleavages; social class, centre-periphery, 

church-State, and urban-rural, with nation states having enduring systems that reflect these 

cleavages in varying combinations). This should not imply that party politics is irrelevant to 

the story o f the Irish welfare state; it merely poses the question o f the role o f politics in a 

different way. Carey acknowledges that one distinctive feature o f Irish politics is easily 

identified - the electoral weakness and fragmentation o f the Left. If the Left in Ireland can be 

discerned and classified in terms o f conventional parties, it still leaves a problem. It is the 

larger centre parties {Fianna Fail and Fine Gael) that defy easy description, and both have 

broad support bases. Fundamental to all this is W hyte’s (1974) widely-cited and influential 

claim that Ireland’s politics are ‘without social bases’. This is a caricature, Carey (2008:34- 

36) points out. and tends to ignore the policy differences between the two dominant parties in 

their respective periods in government in the early decades o f political independence.

Critically, the politics ‘without social bases’ description refers to the absence o f sharp social 

class patterns in voting behaviour across conventionally defined Left-Right cleavages. To 

deduce from this that politics simply does not matter would be to that assume politics - and 

whatever social bases they reflect - can only take the forms recognised in the standard 

theories. The challenge for politics oriented analyses is to show how politics mattered in the 

Irish case, rather than holding Ireland as a bold counterfactual to all standard theories.

Turning to state-centred theories, Carey (2008:35) notes that there are two key points about 

this approach. First, the analytical core o f the approach is to see the state and institutions as 

variables in their own right; they both influence political outcomes and mediate the impact o f 

societal influences. Second, the immediate concern o f Skocpol and associates was the
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apparent ‘core-centric’ limits o f conventional theories. Quite simply, these theories did not 

explain the historical experience o f the US. There, as in Ireland, the sequencing of 

democratisation, industrialisation, trade union growth, and welfare development, defied the 

picture conveyed in mainstream theory. When developed by other scholars, the state-centred 

approach showed how state structures can affect welfare development: such structures 

include, for example, federal/local structures, the electoral system and the structure of 

bureaucracies, the constitution - in short, the formal institutional structures within which 

politics are conducted and policies formed.

Later versions o f this approach, Carey (32-3) observes, widened the range o f institutions 

included in the state-centred approach to include existing policies and provisions. For 

example, past policies and provisions became one set o f institutional variables. In the 

theoretical jargon, ‘policy feedback’ may occur and policy change may therefore be ‘path- 

dependent’, that is shaped by past policy choices. More recent variants o f institutionalism - 

specifically those attempting to understand welfare retrenchment - have drawn on social 

constructionist approaches and widened the menu o f variables to include ideas and discursive 

strategies. This brings institutionalism out o f the specific territory o f politics and into the 

wider terrain o f society and culture. Carey (39-53) elaborates the strengths and weaknesses 

o f institutionalism and shows its applicability to Ireland. Clearly, the approach is potentially 

rewarding in comparative and historical analyses; by definition it focuses on structural 

variations across states and over time. Arguably, it is ideally suited to understand the 

complexities o f non-standard cases such as the USA and Ireland.

There are three broad criticisms o f institutionalism that Carey advances. The first o f these 

concerns the definition o f institutions. Here Carey quotes Skocpol’s original - clearly 

problematic - definition o f ‘state formation’ which is the latter’s key institutional parameter 

(Skocpol, 1995; cited in Carey, 2008, 43):

constitution-m aking, in volvem ent in wars, electoral dem ocratization, and bureaucratization - 

large-scale historical p rocesses, in short, w h o se  form s and tim ing have varied sign ifican tly  across 

capitalist industrialising countries.

This definition has been criticised as being too loose. Later institutionalists have tended to 

focus on clearly demarcated institutions such as types o f constitutions, or the structure o f 

government. A second line o f criticism Carey identifies is methodological. Some o f the 

analytical categories o f institutionalism - such as ‘veto points’, ‘path dependent’ policy
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change, and ‘critical junctures’ - are imprecise and may be difficult to identify empirically. 

They can be observed, ex-post, in historical analysis, but are difficult to define independently. 

Third, as institutionalism focuses on state structures and policies it may, according to its 

critics, understate the role o f politics and the wider society (Carey, 2008; 48-9).

Turning to Ireland, the attractions o f a state-centred approach have not been lost on scholars. 

As Carey records, a range o f authors have demonstrated an important role for state structures 

in explaining the timing and pattern o f economic and social development (Rottman and 

O ’Connell, 1992; Breen et al, 1987). The relevance o f the approach is clear. Ireland has 

hybrid characteristics; for example, a European country that remained a colony into the 20'*' 

century; a peculiar party system, and a strongly Catholic culture without Christian 

democracy. Carey then argues that historical institutionalism seems particularly promising in 

analysing these peculiarities (2008; 46-7):

Institutionalist perspectives, and perhaps particularly the case-stu d y oriented historical- 

institutionalist variant, ea sily  incorporate these as no m ore than the sp ecific  institutional 

configuration within w hich the p olicy  process is located.

However, she suggests her use o f institutionalism does not obscure the role o f politics or 

distributive conflict (Carey, 2008: 210)

Thus, w h ile  the institutional context in w hich the p o licy  p rocess is located is crucial, so  too are 

political actors speaking to their constituencies. N either a log ic o f  p o litics, nor a log ic o f  

institutions can explain ou tcom es a lone ( s ic ) .

Carey’s institutional analysis o f the 1952 Act has implications for understanding the specific 

dynamics o f the Act, and it offers wider insights. In relation to the 1952 Act, policy 

development was - in institutional parlance - path dependent. The welfare system was already 

on the path towards social insurance when the Department o f  Social Welfare was established 

in 1949, and the impact o f Beveridge was to push both the public and policy makers further 

in that direction. Political leaders and civil servants were, on the one hand, enticed by the 

comprehensiveness o f a Beveridge scheme and, on the other, aware o f its potential limitations 

in a semi-agrarian economy. The manoeuvre that Norton and the civil servants attempted to 

overcome this limitation - excluding agriculture- failed in this sense: it politicised the 

agriculture/non-agriculture distinction and also inflamed the imagined urban-rural 

differences.
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The important aspect of the evolving politics for Carey was the mobilization o f agrarian 

interests: critically, these interests were diverse. The agrarian economy incorporated low-paid 

farm employees, large-scale capitalist farmers, farmers with small holdings, non-farm rural 

employees, and relatives assisting on farms. These interests were mobilised, but not in a way 

that facilitated a broad urban-rural coalition. All of the political parties represented an 

agrarian interest and hence agrarianism was diffused throughout the parties in the 

government coalition as well as Fianna Fail. Norton, however, although committed to a 

comprehensive scheme was associated, as a Trade Union activist, with the organised and 

militant agricultural employees, whereas Fine G ael’s constituency was the commercial 

farming sector. Furthermore, the agrarian economy was regionally fragmented. This political 

challenge was compounded by what institutionalists might term an ‘ideational failure’. The 

Left -  and perhaps more specifically- the Labour Party failed to construct a model of 

solidarity that reflected diverse agricultural interests. Beveridge was uncritically adopted as 

the template, and therefore the option of making “common cause with small farmers” (Carey, 

2008:207) was never pursued. Labour’s opponents, in fact, could legitimately criticise it for 

its wilful adherence to an inappropriate model.

If the reasoning above about the left’s ‘ideational failure’ is accepted, does this also mean 

that the weakness of the left explains the gap between the White Paper and the 1952 Act? 

Labour, through Norton, did compromise on the original Plan, significantly including in the 

Bill Ministerial power to exclude certain groups or include them on different terms. 

According to Carey (2008:198), this compromise was a defeat that can be read as an instance 

of “the limits to this Labour Party -  and labour parties in general -  in coalition governments 

in Ireland”. However, she does not infer from Labour’s compromise that the eventual 

outcome - the 1952 Act- was a predictable defeat for a weak left. Norton’s own 

(compromise) Bill was still comprehensive when compared with Fianna F ail’s attenuated 

version in 1952. Carey (198-9) points out that

Norton did not concede a salary limit, did not exclude groups with w ell-developed occupational 

pension schem es, limited m odifications to what was a relatively small group numerically, and, it 

might be argued, was still on his feet and fighting when the final bell went.

Labour came very close to having the compromised Bill passed. The Bill fell with the 

collapse of the government on unrelated grounds; if the coalition had survived. Labour might 

have secured a fully comprehensive bill containing all of what it considered important. This
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line o f reasoning must be set alongside the wider evidence o f welfare expansion: from 1948- 

51 total social expenditure grew from 9.6% of GNP to 14. 9% and much o f that increase 

could be ascribed to social welfare. For Carey, it over interprets the evidence to view these 

events simply as the predictable outcome o f a lack o f social democracy; considerable social 

improvement did take place and contingent factors sealed the fate o f Norton’s more 

comprehensive reform.

In relation to the Catholic Church, Carey’s concludes (2008:230) that its role is usually 

“either overestimated or misinterpreted” . Her study -  unlike Cook’s and Kelly’s - was able to 

draw on definitive and more recent work on Catholic social teaching (Daly, 1999; O ’ Leary, 

2000; O ’ Driscoll, 2000). It is clear from this work that the Catholic Church’s commitment to 

subsidiarity and vocationalism was a good deal weaker than earlier accounts have suggested. 

The institutional church appreciated that the Catholic Social Teaching was devised for the 

European urban working class - the social groups that might succumb to Fascism or 

Communism. Institutionally, the Irish context did not require Catholic Social Teaching, as 

most Irish Catholics were farmers (or the like) and their politics was, in the first instance, 

about land and nationality, not class.

Finally, the 1952 Act resulted in great complexity and a continuing reliance on means-tests. 

Carey places the Act in the context o f the later developments in the 1960s and 1970s. In 1960 

the old age pension (with a qualifying age o f 70) was introduced, and later the income limit 

was abolished and social insurance expanded. The new pension should be viewed in the 

context of the 1958 Finance Act which provided for tax concessions for occupational 

pensions, and the legislation in 1961 which allowed occupational pension contributors to 

supplement occupational pensions with the state pension. These policies, combined with the 

income limit which lasted till 1974, led to the growth o f  occupational pension schemes 

among white collar and higher income employees. The distributional impacts o f the 1952 Act 

per se were opaque. However, the cumulative effect o f the 1952 Act and these other 

provisions gave a definitive distributional profile to social security and to pensions in 

particular: basic social security for low income and manual employees, combined state and 

tax-subsidised private provision for higher income and non-manual employees, and tax 

financed, leniently means-tested pensions for the self-employed and farmers. The evolving 

system, Carey (2008:228) infers, “tended inexorably towards non-redistributive or minimally 

redistributive outcomes”, although this assessment is not empirically substantiated.
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Carey’s brief overview of 1960-79 has implications for understanding later developments. 

Social insurance was no longer challenged as a model of social security. The principle of 

social insurance was controversial in 1911, and again in the 1930s when widows’ pensions 

were inaugurated, and in the events leading up to the 1952 Act. By the 1960s, social 

insurance was unchallenged and policy makers stressed its suitability in the context of 

Ireland’s industrialising economy. Also, governments invoked a discourse of modernisation - 

and specifically Europeanization -  in rationalizing the expansion of social insurance. The 

broad modernization strategy had one important consequence for policy institutions. Lemass, 

Taoiseach from 1959 to 1966, saw the need to incorporate unions and employers in this broad 

economic strategy, in part by consulting them on economic and social policy. He therefore 

widened the circle of policy making beyond civil servants and ministers to include economic 

interests; in turn, this may have contributed to the emergence of income replacement 

provisions in social security in the 1970s.

Turning to the insights offered in her institutional analysis, Carey gives a re-interpretation of 

the controversy between Dignan and the Fianna Fail government over Dignan’s corporatist 

social security proposals. Earlier accounts (Whyte, 1972; Cook, 1990; Kelly, 1996) link the 

incident to the Mother and Child health policy controversy and point to a fundamental 

philosophical clash. Civil servants and politicians were on the one side, intent on expanding 

the role of government and the Church was on the other, imbued with a vocational 

philosophy derived from Catholic Social Teaching and stressing the dangers of state 

intervention. Carey points to an important institutional factor. Irish governments inherited the 

Westminster model of policy making, i.e. centralised government, executive dominated, with 

a central treasury, and collective cabinet responsibility. In fact, one early act of the first 

independent government was to pass the Ministers and Secretaries Act of 1924; this gave 

legal effect to the policy-making, legal and financial authority and accountability of Ministers 

and the central civil service, and the independent meritocratic recruitment of civil servants. 

The institutionalisation of centralised policy making took root during the 1930s and 1940s, 

and was strengthened by the government’s centralized control of the economy during the war 

years.

The conflict between the Minister and Bishop Dignan must be viewed in this institutional 

context, Carey insists. Accordingly, the conflict was not about policy or the proposed scale of 

government, but the mode o f  governance. The evidence is clear that quite independently of 

any views the government had about social security, the Minister and civil servants saw it as

73



their responsibility to compose a Plan. In the Minister’s blunt words, D ignan’s plan was ‘not 

really a Plan’, precisely because it was the M inister’s role to propose and publish policies. 

Dignan, even as Chairman o f the NHIS, had no authority to do so, the Minister pointed out 

(Carey, 2008). This illustrates the value o f an institutional perspective: it shows that the 

institutional context and the way in which assumptions and beliefs about how policy should 

be formed affect political behaviour.

A further example o f the insights from this theoretical stance is the way in which it links 

politics, the state and policy institutions. Extant accounts (Rottman and O ’Connell, 1992) 

stress the relative unimportance o f politics and adopt state-centred approaches to explain 

policy development. This approach invokes the notion o f ‘state autonomy’ in place o f Left- 

Right politics and places state officials and bureaucrats at the heart o f the story. According to 

Carey (2008:204-210), this explanation lacks both theoretical and empirical nuance. 

Empirically, it ignores the policy differences between parties and the striking differences 

between the views o f important political figures such as Norton, McEntee, and Ryan. 

Admittedly, the bureaucrats played a role, but they were neither apolitical nor autonomous - 

their views were not reflected in Ryan’s 1952 Act. for example.

The state and state officials are not analytically separate and distinct from politics. First, as 

institutional theorists (Hall, 1993) point out, key state officials and their departments have an 

influence, almost by definition, and this will be magnified where policy choices have 

implications for established routines (such as the administration o f social insurance). Second, 

senior officials across departments divided along clear policy lines. Social Welfare supported 

the more solidaristic solutions and Finance (notably) and other departments opposed them. 

The more conservative policies o f Fine Gael aligned neatly with Finance’s orthodoxy and 

opposition to any proposal, while the senior Social Welfare officials supported Norton’s 

approach. Politics was played out within the state, Carey observed, suggesting that the state 

should not be viewed as a reified, neutral venue.

Cousins’ (2003) study, The Birth o f  Social Welfare Ireland 1922-1952, straddles the divide 

the between descriptive histories provided by Cooke and Kelly on the one hand and Carey’s 

primarily theoretical study on the other. He analyses official archives up to 1952 and 

concludes his study with an emphatic theoretical judgement. Much o f Cousins’ account is 

non-contentious. Like Lee, Kelly, Cook and others he chronicles the same distinctive sub

periods, and identifies the contrasting approaches o f the Fine Gael and Fianna Fail
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governments of the 1920s and 1930s respectively. The core of the study concerns the 1940s, 

the emergence of Children’s Allowances, the establishment of the Department of Social 

Welfare and the evolution of the 1952 legislation. To assess the significance of the Cousins 

study it is useful, first, to note some relevant points of historical interpretation and, second, to 

consider his theoretical assessment.

In relation to history, Cousins’ analysis o f the 1920s confirms the ideological nature of Fine 

GaeVs adherence to orthodox social policies. His examination of the ideas and roles of key 

Fine Gael figures shows that “Most if not all these key figures were ‘souls without remorse’, 

at least insofar as remorse implied public policy measures to improve the position of the 

poor” (Cousins, 2003:55). In contrast, he portrays Fianna F ail’s interventionist policies in the 

1930s as populist: it functioned as a national party. In the early 1930s the industrial and 

agricultural interests supported it, and FF was careful to elicit wide electoral support and to 

implement the mix of economic and social policies required to retain that support. This 

capacity to incorporate broad social categories and economic interest groups persisted. In 

effect, this meant that this nationalist party had a social content. It is clear too. Cousins 

concludes, that the party’s leading figures (De Valera, Lemass and McEntee) had a strong 

sense of this social content.

The breadth of Fianna F ail’s support base also meant that it was willing under certain 

conditions to implement redistributive policies. Cousins gives a detailed account of the 

introduction of the various welfare measures in the 1930s - unemployment assistance, public 

works schemes, widows pensions, improved old age pensions - and concludes that these 

represented a major redistribution of resources (Cousins, 2003). The addition of children’s 

allowances in the 1940s was a further redistributive step. Cousins’ interpretation of the role 

of the Church is similar to Carey’s; the Church did not impede social security developments 

or contribute to the fall of Norton’s White Paper. His narrative highlights the fact that the 

White Paper proposals never became an issue for the Hierarchy itself as opposed to 

individual clerics. He (2003:196) insists that: “In the development of the social welfare 

system, the Catholic Church is the dog that did not bark”.

Cousins (2003:105-127) draws on his account of children’s allowances to highlight key 

features o f Fianna F ail’s approach to social policy. First, it initially used a Cabinet 

Committee to consider the matter and then established an Inter-Departmental Committee. At 

critical points, De Valera, Lemass, and other ministers intervened in policy; the policy
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process was centralised, politicised and non-consultative. Second, its political timing and 

responsiveness; FF established a cabinet sub-committee partly in response to the opposition’s 

publicity about the matter, and later it pursued the matter to a conclusion because o f a loss o f 

support in the 1943 election- and this against a background in which the government was 

being accused o f ignoring the poverty induced by war-time hardship. Third, its approach to 

redistribution: after much argument between ministers, children’s allowances were 

introduced for large families, without a means-test, and tax allowances (from which the 

better-off benefited disproportionately) were scaled back to ensure a redistributive outcome. 

Fourth, the basic social values: in the 1937 constitution FF had prescribed a fundamental role 

for the family and privileged the male-headed family, and political leaders, De Valera 

notably, had also idealised the rural farm family. The evidence o f family poverty, rural 

emigration, declining population, and the inadequacy o f m en’s earnings all challenged this 

social model. At a deeper level, therefore, the initiative reflected an attempt to give practical 

effect to deeply held assumptions. Finally, electoral pragmatism: the allowance was directed 

at large families (payable in respect third and subsequent children) who were concentrated 

among small-scale farmers and the urban working class. These were precisely the social 

groups whose votes FF needed to secure again in the 1944 election having lost them in 1943.

Before considering Cousins’ theoretical stance, his interpretation o f  the 1952 Act should be 

noted. He identifies a “failure o f politics” (2003:148-172) rather than a weak left as the 

source o f the 1952 reform. It was a failure in the narrow sense that none o f the political 

parties wanted the 1952 reform as eventually enacted. He argues that this reflects the failure 

of all the parties to articulate a model o f economic development for Irish conditions. Fine 

Gael still focused on the agriculture sector o f the economy, and Fianna Fail remained 

committed to family farming and protected industrialisation as the basis o f economic growth. 

Some individual leaders within Fianna Fail (Lemass), the Labour Party (Norton) and Clannn 

na Pohlachta (McBride) were aware o f the shift internationally to Keynesian macro 

economics and perceived the intellectual link between Beveridge approaches to social 

security and Keynesianism. But this intellectual link merely heightened awareness among 

policy makers across the political spectrum of the potential weakness o f any social security 

system based on a low level o f economic development. The interest in Keynes/Beveridge was 

not widely shared and furthermore Keynesian policies could not prescribe the type o f  

economy to which a small, peripheral, late-developing economy should aspire. The 

alternative approaches to development that would be adopted in the early 60s were not even
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on the horizon. Cousins described all this as a ‘political’ failure; actually, in the terms of 

institutional theorists he invokes it is more properly described as an ideational failure.

Cousins invokes Skocpol’s concept o f a ‘polity centred approach’. The rationale for this 

theoretical approach, he suggests, lies partly in the connection between state and society in 

the period o f his study. Quite simply, societal organisations relevant to social security “were 

weak and fragmented” (Cousins, 2003:184), The National Health Insurance Societies had a 

limited membership spread across 65 different entities and their administrative weaknesses 

eventually led to their loss o f autonomy and eventual abolition. Trade Unions were equally 

weak, with only 100,000 members in the early 1930s, and the central body, (the ITUC) had 

limited centralised power. Moreover, there was a split in the trade union movement (and the 

Labour Party) in the 40s. This fragmentation was reflected among employers who also lacked 

a strong coordinating mechanism; in agriculture many employers had one or two employees, 

and in the private, non-agricultural sector average employer size was small. This weakness in 

civil society. Cousins argues, made corporatist processes unlikely and, combined with the 

inherited Westminster model and long established civil service, created strongly statist 

tendencies in policy formation.

In developing this interpretation Cousins then poses a choice as to which version o f a state- 

centred approach is most applicable. One, accords the state autonomy in setting goals and 

deciding policy. A second views the state as having relative autonomy, following the 

reasoning o f neo-M arxist writers such as Nicos Poulantzas. In this framework, the state and 

its organisations are constrained but not determined in their policies and actions. Cousins 

adopts the latter interpretation (2003: 201): “those who argue for the relative autonomy o f the 

state are correct. States and bureaucracies are ultimately constrained by social interests in 

formulating and implementing policy” . Cousins emphasises that this theory allows the state 

some autonomy: that is, the state may act quite independently of, and perhaps contrary to the 

policy preferences o f employers or economic interests. For example, he points to the 

management o f  unemployment assistance in the 30s and 40s. Employers pressed the Minister 

and bureaucrats to administer UA more stringently. However, officials stressed the limited 

options facing claimants and resisted the employers’ pressure.

This ‘relative autonomy’ interpretation merits some comment. Peillon (2001) also arrived at 

an autonomous state conclusion in relation to social security in Ireland. His analysis, 

however, concerns Church and State. He concludes (using Ragin’s QCA methodology for
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small N studies) that in areas in which the Church did not have a direct institutional stake- 

such as social security - the state operated autonomously. However, there is a difficulty with 

the argument that is common to analyses o f state autonomy in capitalist societies; empirical 

verification o f the claim. Cousins gave the example o f the implementation o f UA as an 

instance of relative autonomy. However, he does this without showing what a theoretically 

appropriate test might be. Does any instance o f autonomy substantiate the claim? If different 

instances are cited from Cousins’ own narrative, the opposite conclusion could be drawn. The 

White Paper explicitly ruled out income replacement benefits on the grounds that they would 

dilute the market; arguably. M inister’s Ryan’s motives for the income limit and the exclusion 

o f pensions in the ’52 Act were about markets. This is evidence o f non-autonomous policy

making. In effect, a general claim about the state’s relative autonomy, in the absence o f 

empirical criteria o f autonomy, is compatible with a potentially wide mix o f policy 

developments.

Finally, Cousins does not draw on the wider literature about the state to explore the 

dimensions o f state autonomy. As Skocpol (1985) and other scholars point out, there are 

various types o f autonomy- in relation to goal setting, implementation, financing, and so on. 

Also, issues o f state autonomy need to be viewed in the context o f state capacities, as earlier 

state-centred analyses o f Ireland have shown (Breen et al, 1987). Cousins’ approach has 

interesting implications for the period after 1981. If the picture o f relative autonomy is 

appropriate during his period o f analysis, it is less clear that such an approach would apply in 

later decades. Developments in the economy and society after 1960 widened the range o f 

policy participants, with growing Trade Unionisation, greater consolidation among 

employers, the rise o f new social movements and o f course the impact o f globalisation.

Here it is appropriate to note one methodological caveat that Cousins records which has both 

specific and general implications (Cousins, 2003:200). His analysis - as does Carey’s - relies 

on official state papers. When considering the conduits through which society influences 

politicians and policy makers, he acknowledges that the state papers will not reflect local 

influences, lobbying by businessmen, and clientilist brokering. Accordingly, his methodology 

may give an incomplete picture o f society-policymaking links and perhaps understate societal 

influences. Historical studies that rely on official papers, by definition tend to place the state 

and its officials at the centre o f any analysis and therefore privilege their actions and ideas; 

explanations o f policy change may, in part, be artefacts o f the methodology.
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The final historical study to be noted is Lee’s (1989) acclaimed overview o f Ireland in the 

20'^ century, Ireland 1912-1985: Politics and Society. This is not a study o f welfare state 

development or still less o f social security, although he does chronicle some developments - 

notably, the contrast between the 20s and 30s, the introduction o f children’s allowances, and 

the evolution o f the 1952 Act. The relevance o f the study in this context is that it offers a 

critique o f the state that might be relevant to the period 1981-2007. Lee begins with a stylised 

contrast between Ireland’s economic and social performance and those o f small Northern 

European countries and suggests that (Lee, 1989: 521)

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Irish econom ic performance been the least impressive in 

Western Europe, perhaps in all Europe, in the twentieth century. It must count as one o f  the more 

striking records in modern European econom ic history. How has Ireland achieved and sustained this 

level o f  relative retardation? What can the explanation be?

He regards the society as well as the economy as a relative failure; while not citing detailed 

data on social conditions and social policy, he clearly sees the economic failure as the basis 

o f wider social underdevelopment. He offers a critique and an interpretation rather than a 

formal social scientific analysis, and this is clearly intended to apply to all areas o f public 

policy. If the critique offers insights, it has definite implications for understanding social 

security and its development after 1980.

The interpretation is eclectic and not formally expressed in the conventions o f any social 

science discipline. Quickly dismissing popular and ad hoc explanations (such as the absence 

o f natural resources, a small population, or the impact o f civil war) he identifies these four 

factors (Lee, 1989:540): “institutions, intellect, character and identity” . The first two o f these 

factors, institutions and intellect, are the most relevant in this context. As regards institutions, 

he portrays the civil service, dominated by the Department o f Finance, as conservative, rigid, 

and highly centralised in its manner o f policy making. The Finance influence that he portrays 

is at one level unsurprising - a pre-occupation with budgets and an instinctive opposition to 

social programmes. But his critique is deeper. Finance’s fiscal conservatism is deeply 

entrenched and ideological; “it has a highly partisan social perspective” (Lee, 1989:571). The 

department is highly anti-intellectual and has a long history o f resolutely opposing both 

modest and substantial innovations. This anti-intellectualism bred an aversion to balanced 

argument and a systematic neglect o f the use o f  basic data for policy making. For example. 

Finance’s arguments against social security developments, children’s allowances, improving
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the pay o f poor agricultural workers and other initiatives could all be described in those 

terms. Lee (1989:565) describes Finances’ policy judgements as “dogma masquerading as 

science” . He portrays the entire civil service as insular and conservative, fundamentally 

lacking the capacity for strategy and policy-making, and overly dependent on British 

solutions to policy problems.

By ‘intellect’ Lee means the wider intellectual infrastructure. Here too he offers a contrast 

with smaller European countries, and shows that Ireland’s record in applied and basic 

research across a wide range o f public policy fields is remarkably deficient. All the small 

European countries established universities and research institutes much earlier than Ireland, 

and integrated public policy formulation with research. Across the social sciences, Ireland in 

the 1970 and 1980s had still to make a proportionate contribution even in those areas o f 

policy in which it a defining interest. Lee (1989:604) cynically observed: “many Irish, laity 

as well as clergy, devoted themselves unstintingly to helping poorer peoples. But Irish 

thought on underdevelopment remained underdeveloped. No Irish equivalent to Norway’s 

Ragnar Nurkse emerged” . This failure to develop the intellectual infrastructure both reflected 

and reinforced the character o f the state and the civil service. Lee’s analysis, like Kelly’s 

review o f Nordic post war welfare development, attempts an explicit comparison. Whereas 

Kelly only identifies one variable o f interest- social democracy- Lee builds a wider analysis 

around the comparison.

Lee’s critique is an interpretation rather than a formally stated conclusion derived from a 

theoretical framework. Nor is the analysis directly related to social security. Nevertheless, it 

echoes much o f Cousins’ and Carey’s analyses: the failure o f ideas, the centralised nature o f 

policy making, and the ideological and political battles within the state. In understanding 

social security after 1980, Lee’s critique is relevant. Expressed in the terms o f institutional 

theory, it suggests that if  the Irish state and its policy making processes remained as Lee 

described them, then we would find incremental, path-dependent policy change managed in a 

highly centralised fashion.

This section concludes with an account o f two overviews o f welfare state development. 

M aguire’s (1986) study o f the Irish welfare state up to 1983 draws solely on published data 

and documents. Significantly, the study is one o f the country case studies in Flora’s (1986) 

collection o f WS studies based on a modernisation/logic o f industrialisation model. It will be 

clear from the accounts above, and notably from Carey’s and Cousins’ work, that this
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approach has limitations in the Irish case. Maguire, therefore, struggles to offer a coherent 

interpretation, emphasising developments after 1960 when a modernisation account can be 

made to fit the story. Like other observers she invokes Catholic Church influence as an ad 

hoc explanation for events in the 1940s and 50s (Maguire, 1986:340).

Maguire’s analysis does offer additional insights, however, as it maximises the use of 

available statistics. Her analysis of aggregate social spending data confirms that both the 

immediate post-war era, and the years 1961-79 were markedly expansionist; the elasticity of 

social expenditure growth to GDP growth was significantly greater than 1. She also confirms 

that expenditure growth was largely due to policy factors rather than automatic factors such 

as population growth. In a quantitative analysis of social expenditure, she computes the 

elasticity of social expenditure relative to GDP for different time periods and identifies a 

small political effect. Coalition governments record a higher elasticity, suggesting that 

‘politics matters’ explanations might have some relevance in Ireland. She points out. 

however, that this finding is weaker if the 1948-51 coalition is omitted from the analysis. 

What is clear about politics, she suggests, is the increased political salience of social policy in 

the ‘seventies and ‘eighties.

Maguire offers useful detail about social security. In terms of both expenditure and recipients 

social insurance grew rapidly after 1960, and benefits rose significantly in real terms up to 

the early 1980s. Her analysis of the impact of the welfare system is revealing. On the one 

hand, Ireland’s level of income inequality in 1973 and 1980 was “pronounced” (Maguire, 

1987: 304), using the standard Gini coefficient measure. On the other, the redistributive 

impact of the tax and welfare systems improved from 1973 to 1980 - the coefficient of 

income inequality fell over this period, and poverty declined. In short, she portrays an 

expanding social security system, although by 1983 - the point at which her analysis ends - 

this growth had ceased and an era of containment commenced. While documenting the 

marked growth in social security, however, she does not fully explain it, other than noting 

that the necessary condition of economic expansion prevailed over this period.

In contrast to Maguire’s empirical approach, Rottman and O Connell (1992) offer a 

theoretical contribution in The Development o f  Industrial Society in Ireland (Goldthorpe and 

Whelan, 1992:205-239). This compendium examines the liberal model of industrialism in the 

Irish context and specifically the assumption that industrialisation is inherently egalitarian in 

its impact. Rottman and O ’Connell give a historical overview of welfare state development
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and a theoretical explanation of this development, linking this explanation to an account of 

the type of welfare system (broadly defined) that emerged. They briefly consider the early 

decades of welfare development, relying wholly on the existing studies and giving only a 

cursory account of the 1952 Act. Viewing this early period as evidence of failure, they 

ascribe considerable influence in social policy generally to the Department of Finance and the 

Church. They focus on the period from 1961 to 1990 and depict it as a period “when the 

expansion of social rights generally constitutes a fundamental dynamic shaping contemporary 

Irish society’’ (1992:205). Surveying the usual options to explain this dynamic, they opt for a 

state-centred approach (Rottman and O ’Connell, 1992:208):

The Irish state has been an important agent o f  change sin ce 1960, assum ing a prom inent role in the 

determ ination o f  the life chances o f  its citizens. But w e do not argue that the w elfare state has 

developed  in isolation from its social context. On the contrary, our interpretation recogn ises the 

econ om ic and political constraints on state interventions, as shaped by the particular pattern o f  

dem ocratisation, industrialisation, and class form ation. Such an interpretation, m oreover, can 

explain  the quality o f  socia l citizensh ip  in the w elfare state, rather than sim ply the am ount o f  

m oney being spent.

In the context of a liberal democracy with full adult suffrage, the Irish state exercised policy 

autonomy and pursued a policy of state-led industrialisation. The expansion of social rights 

was an intrinsic part of this development process. They record the substantial improvement in 

social security after 1960 but view this as only one element in a wider transformation. The 

explanation for the expansion is state-centred in this sense. The state strategically expanded 

social rights as part of the economic restructuring: indeed, some of the impetus for expansion 

came from within the state itself. The policy of expanding waged work led to greater Trade 

Union membership and coordination, creating pressure for social improvements, and the 

increased salience of social policy and greater electoral competition made governments 

respond to, and anticipate demands. In other words, while the state implemented a broad 

economic and social strategy it did not act wholly independently o f societal demands and 

interests.

Rottman and O’Connell (1992:210) place social security in the context of a rounded 

definition of social citizenship, created and distributed through three types of policy:

Policies that affect the number and range of positions available for market participation;

Policies that influence the recruitment of persons to these positions;
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Policies that distribute and redistribute incomes, taxes and benefits to ameliorate income 

inequalities

The first o f these concerns the nature and pattern o f employment and self-employment and 

the way it shapes the class structure. Essentially, the key change here to 1991 was a rapid 

growth in middle class and professional employment, as well as self-employment, and a 

corresponding decline in unskilled and agricultural employment. The second relates to 

education and how it affects employment and social mobility. State policies here led to an 

expansion o f education at all levels and an absolute rise across all social groups in 

educational participation, while leaving relative rates o f participation and social mobility 

unchanged. The third concerns direct transfers o f  income', the state expanded the coverage 

and generosity o f social security. However, when the overall structure o f interventions is 

considered their net redistributive impact is muted because o f the narrow tax base, the 

reliance on indirect taxes, the proliferation o f tax allowances, and low corporate profits taxes.

According to their interpretation o f the WS, all three sets o f processes must be considered. 

They characterise the Irish welfare state as ‘pay-related’, meaning those with higher pay 

benefit more (1992:236):

Minimal levels o f  security and service are guaranteed to all resident citizens. However, the 

welfare state is pay related in that it permits those with advantages generated in the market 

to supplement their citizenship rights with their own resources.

Social security did  expand as part o f a wider expansion o f social rights, but when taken in 

the context o f all distributive processes, including private markets in health, education, 

pensions, and housing, the effect was to improve basic rights for all while reinforcing class 

inequality. This dualism o f basic provision and social inequality arises from the state’s 

development model.

Conclusion

This chapter gave the historical background to social security in Ireland. It recorded its 

somewhat precocious birth, incomplete development in the post-war years and very rapid 

expansion in the period immediately prior to 1981. The limited scholarship available found 

state centred approaches particularly applicable in understanding the pattern and timing o f 

social security development. How and why it evolved post-1981 is the subject o f  the
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empirical chapters to follow. The task o f the next chapter is to set the scene for these 

empirical analyses by describing Irish social security in 1981 and setting it in context.
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Chapter Three

Social Security in Ireland 1981-2007: A Framework for Analysis 

Introduction

This chapter sets out the framework for the empirical analysis. First, it describes the research 

strategy and specifically notes the implications o f a case study methodology. Second, it 

defines and describes the ‘dependent’ variable, the social security system in 1981, and third it 

places this in a wider institutional setting; for now we can describe this latter setting as the 

mix o f ‘independent’ variables. The chapter concludes with a review o f the available studies 

o f social security in the period in question and an inductive line o f reasoning about the 

change that might have occurred in the time period in question.

Case Study

The theoretical and methodological requirements o f institutionalist analyses, as Chapter 1 

showed, imply single N or small N research designs, and case studies o f  individual countries 

or social security programmes, or periods o f government abound. The cautionary note that 

Huber and Stephens (2001:33) express about case studies should first be noted:

A one country case study holds the broad class power distribution, the structure o f  political 

institutions and the level o f  econom ic development, more or less constant, unless it covers a 

very long period o f  time. Naturally, with the structural and institutional features fixed, the role 

o f  specific actors, including state bureaucrats and actors in civil society is what varies most over 

time and attracts the attention o f  the researcher. Accordingly, researchers are likely to attribute 

more causal importance to the preferences and strategies o f  these actors than warranted, or at 

least they lose sight o f  the way in which the constraints o f  the larger power distribution and the 

institutional context shape the preferences and strategies o f  these actors to begin with.

O f course, this advice is not precise; whether a variable is ‘more or less’ constant or a time 

period is ‘very long’ is a matter o f judgement. However, it is important to confront the 

implications o f Huber and Stephens’ warning. The analysis in this study spans almost thirty 

years, during which time significant change in critically relevant variables - such as 

demographic change and economic development - did actually take place. This allows us to 

consider the impact o f these variables on social security change over time. In analysing such 

impacts, however, we do so where much o f the context is invariant - the constitution, electoral 

and party systems, for example. We may not make causal claims about these invariant factors
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based on the case study: this would require comparisons with similar cases. Clearly, the 

analytical leverage o f institutionalist approaches is enhanced in multiple N comparative 

exercises. While the present study is not explicitly comparative, it is offered against a rich 

backdrop o f other single N and small N exercises. Placing the evidence o f the current study in 

the context o f the extant literature and evidence allows us to indirectly construct comparisons 

and develop lines o f reasoning that go beyond the immediate, primary evidence.

In the present case, it is proposed to examine Irish social security from 1981 to 2007. This 

‘case’ is o f sufficient duration to observe patterns and sequences over time. Furthermore, the 

analysis is comprehensive; it spans the social security system as a whole and therefore allows 

analysis o f variations within the Irish case. To achieve this comprehensiveness, the empirical 

analyses incorporate policy, law and expenditure changes for the system over the time period.

The ‘Dependent’ Variable, Irish Social Security

What was the Irish social security system in 1981? Here it is necessary to describe the type 

o f system that emerged up to 1981, and specifically to consider Ireland in the context o f the 

classifications that are increasingly deployed to summarise and compare systems. Clearly, 

classifications o f countries’ social security systems are based on the identification o f their 

(hypothesised) fundamental origins and characteristics. These can then be used to benchmark 

change - both its scale and direction, allowing us to distinguish between systemic or 

qualitative change, on the one hand, and merely incremental change in the context o f an 

unchanged system. There is an additional compelling reason to locate Ireland’s social 

security system comparatively: it is a particularly interesting case, as Chapter two showed. 

Classification and comparison may aid our understanding o f Ireland, but equally Ireland’s 

“peculiarities” (Carey, 2008:1) may reveal the limits o f extant classifications and their 

conceptual and empirical bases.

Turning to the established classifications o f social security, there is wide agreement that Irish 

social security is ‘liberal’, or ‘Anglo-Saxon’. Ireland’s system is described as similar to that 

of the UK, the USA and the Australasian countries, and dissimilar to the insurance-based, 

European systems and the comprehensive Nordic systems. It is useful to note again some 

features o f social security in Ireland that might give rise to the ‘liberal’- and similar - 

descriptions:
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The origins o f social welfare are unambiguously liberal in that they reflect the policies 

o f British liberal (and Liberal Party) thinking in the early 20*'’ century;

Social security in Ireland was later built on the liberal Beveridge ideals that influenced 

Irish policy makers, and while these ideals supported a rationale for comprehensive 

income maintenance (and other interventions in the market economy) - they also 

stressed that state income maintenance should not displace private markets and 

individual effort;

The social security system reflected these ideals and was based on modest benefits 

(relative to incomes in general), accessed through insurance contributions, and more 

modest means-tested (assistance) allowances;

Institutionally, Irish social security is controlled by the central state with no formal role 

for civil society, or corporatist quasi- state bodies.

These stylized facts can be viewed in the context o f available typologies o f social security. 

First, Korpi and Palme’s (1998) five-fold classification emanated from the authors’ famous 

analysis o f the ‘paradox o f redistribution’. This analysis arose in the context o f  a debate about 

poverty and specifically the arguments and counter-arguments about universal and targeted 

welfare systems. The paradox is that more comprehensive, or universal, systems are actually 

more effective than targeted systems at reducing financial poverty and income inequality.

To elaborate this argument. Korpi and Palme construct theoretical models o f welfare and then 

show their distributional implications. Table 3.1 summarises their framework and Ireland’s 

location therein; again, it can be seen that Ireland is grouped with the UK and USA. It is 

important to stress that this analysis is based on ideal-types: the different models o f social 

insurance institutions are analytical constructs that capture their theoretical core. Korpi and 

Palme’s units o f analysis are the social insurance institutions for sickness and pensions 

payments across countries, rather than countries’ whole social security provisions. Single 

countries may have a mix o f insurance institutions, and while empirically some countries’ 

overall systems may conform to an ideal type (notably, some o f the European 

corporatist/social insurance systems) this is not an inherent assumption in their analysis. As 

Table 3.1 shows, they differentiate social insurance according to the bases o f entitlement, the 

principle underpinning the benefit level, and the presence or absence o f employer and 

employee cooperation in social insurance governance. These dimensions lead them to
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identify five ideal types, ‘targeted’ through to ‘encompassing’ “in a rough chronological 

order according to their historical appearance in the Western countries” (Korpi and Palme, 

1998; 667). Fundamentally, these different institutions reflect differences in the relative roles 

o f markets and politics in redistribution and differences in the extent to which they pool 

resources and share risks across socio-economic categories.

Table 3.1 Ideal-typical Models of Social Insurance Institutions

M odel

Basis of 

Entitlement

Benefit level 

Principle

Em ployer-Em ployee 

Cooperation in 

program  

Governance?

Examples 

of Programs 

in countries

Targeted Proven need Minimum No Australia- pensions

Voluntary

State
subsidised

Membership,

contributions

Flat-rate or 

Earnings related

No Early insurance 

program s in 

Belgium and 

Denmark

Corporatist Occupational 

Category and 

Labour force 

participation

Eam ings-related Yes Pensions in 
Germ any or Japan

Basic Security Citizenship or 

contributions

Flat-rate No Sickness or Pensions 
in Ireland, UK, USA

Encompassing Citizenship and  

Labour force 

participation

Flat-rate and 

Eam ings-related

No Pensions and 
sickness insurance 
in Sweden

Source: Korpi and Palme (1998: 666). Notes; italics in original: final column not in original

What does this reveal about Ireland’s social insurance institutions? First, they conform to 

Beveridge principles; state-run social insurance, flat-rate benefits and wide coverage. Second, 

social insurance in this ‘basic security’ form -  in Ireland and in the other relevant countries - 

both reflects and reproduces an incomplete degree o f risk sharing across social classes, and 

facilitates a wide base o f  market-based provision and stratification. Third, in their 

construction and development these basic security institutions - and even more so the their
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targeted counterparts - discourage “coalition formation between the poor citizens and better- 

off citizens and between the working class and middle class, thus making their definitions of 

interest diverge” (Korpi and Palme, 1998; 671). Fourth, their benefits are low relative to 

incomes in general. Therefore, the redistributive budget relative to national income is small, 

the political support base for redistribution is narrow, as middle and higher income groups 

focus on market provision and, accordingly, the net distributive and poverty reduction 

impacts are weak. This, then, is the ‘paradox o f redistribution’ - supported by empirical, 

cross-national analysis data on poverty and inequality in the various institutional contexts; 

targeted and basic security institutions (such as Ireland’s) achieve less in distributional terms 

than encompassing ones.

This analysis confirms the picture o f Ireland conveyed in many classifications, but more 

significantly it also points to fundamental factors that are relevant to understanding the 

dynamic o f change. If  the Korpi/Palme reasoning holds, social security in Ireland is shaped 

by the political coalitions that reflect and underpin limited risk sharing across social classes. 

Once ‘basic security’ institutions are established, change over time will be shaped by these 

coalitions.

The most authoritative and widely-cited classification is Esping-Andersen’s (1990) Three 

Worlds o f  Welfare Capitalism; this gives considerable support to the portrayal o f Ireland’s 

welfare state as liberal. Esping-Andersen (EA) addresses these inter-related questions: the 

problem of defining and quantifying the ‘welfare state’; the role o f politics in the emergence 

o f welfare states, and; the variation in contemporary welfare states arising from the various 

political coalitions that shape them. EA (1990:18) starts by observing a lack o f rigour in the 

use o f the term ‘welfare state’, in the comparative and historical literature:

A remarkable attribute of the entire literature is its lack of much genuine interest in the welfare 

state as such. Weifare-state studies have been motivated by theoretical concerns with other 

phenomena, such as power, industrialisation, or capitalist contradictions; the welfare state itself 

has generally received scant conceptual attention. If welfare states differ, how do they differ? 

And when, indeed, is a state a welfare state? This turns attention straight back to the original 

question: what is the welfare state?

Fundamentally, the welfare state is a functional response to the way capitalism commodifies 

labour. If unchecked, the impact o f  commodified labour would be to leave workers wholly 

dependent on the market and the cash nexus, threatening the potential o f labour power to
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reproduce itself. Accordingly, welfare de-commodifies labour; “decommodification occurs 

when a service is rendered as a matter o f right, and when a person can maintain a livelihood 

without reliance on the market” (Esping Andersen, 1990:21-22). “A minimal definition”, 

Esping-Andersen stipulates, “must entail that citizens can freely, and without potential loss of 

job, income, or general welfare, opt out o f work when they themselves consider it necessary” 

(1990:23). Welfare is about social rights, and welfare systems should therefore be classified 

by the extent to which - and the manner in which - they confer such rights.

Three Worlds locates the source o f different welfare systems in politics. Specifically, 

welfare systems reflect patterns o f working-class formation and political coalition-building; 

the question o f coalitions is “decisive” (Esping-Andersen, 1990:32). Once these class forces 

create key welfare institutions, the latter then institutionalise class preferences and political 

behaviour in relation to the welfare state. This analysis, when given empirical substance, 

identifies the three ‘welfare regimes’ outlined in Table 3.2 below. In contrast to Korpi/Palme, 

the ‘three worlds’ exercise is a typology, not an ideal type; that is, it gives an empirical 

classification o f the observations based on their values for a theoretically relevant construct 

and reduces the complexity observed in the data

The ‘worlds’ are identified by reference to de-commodification scores. These scores 

quantify the strength o f the social rights conferred on workers in relation to sickness, 

pensions and unemployment insurance. Liberal countries have low scores - meaning 

relatively weak social rights. In this world, means-tested assistance, or modest universal 

transfers, or fiat-rate insurance benefits pre-dominate and the benefits system caters largely to 

the low-income population; this is indicated by low scores in Table 3.2. The state here 

encourages the market by guaranteeing modest benefits and/or subsidising separate private 

provisions for the middle and upper classes. Ireland is in the liberal world, in the terms o f 

Table 3.2.

The social-democratic regime is underpinned by universalism. Here, the universalism 

principle is extended to encompass the middle classes, and benefits are set at a level that 

reflects middle class incomes and expectations. The formula translates into a high level o f de

commodification, as the table shows: this displaces the market for private provision for 

higher earners. There are two other key features o f this regime: its “fusion o f work and 

welfare” and its emphasis on “individual independence” rather than dependence on the 

traditional family (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 28). In relation to work, the regime offers a full
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employment guarantee; the right to work has equal status to the right to income protection. 

Conversely, the high level of universal benefits requires a high level of employment in the 

economy to maximise public revenues. This regime attempts to socialise the costs of child- 

rearing, elder care, and so on, and creates a range of services that meet families’ needs and 

liberates women to take paid work.

Table 3.2: Welfare Regimes and Welfare Capitalism

Regime type Countries De-com m odification
score

Australia 13.0

USA 13.8

Liberal New Zealand 17.1

Canada 22.0

Ireland 23.3

UK 23.4

Italy 24.1

Japan 27.1

Corporatist France 27.5

Germany 27.7

Finland 29.2

Switzerland 29.8

Austria 31.1

Belgium 32.4

Social Dem ocratic Netherlands 32.4

Denmark 38.1

Norw'ay 38.3

Sweden 39.1

Mean score (sd) - 27.2 (7.7)

Source; Esping-Andersen (1990:52)

The corporatist regime arises mainly from the old guild tradition in which autocratic social 

reformers such as Bismarck introduced pre-emptive social reforms. These reforms were 

essentially conservative; aimed at securing the loyalty of workers to the state and of 

stratifying the workforce into distinct social or occupational groups. Such regimes evolved
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complex, largely occupationally based, social insurance systems. The underlying principle is 

status maintenance rather than citizenship: insurance benefits based on income replacement 

and organisationally distinct institutions along occupational lines. Corporatist systems 

emphasise status maintenance rather than citizenship and this results in less redistribution and 

de-commodification than in the social democratic counterpart. A notable feature o f status- 

maintenance is the relative privilege o f provisions for the civil service. In one other important 

sense this regime is conservative: shaped by the Church, these regimes endorse and reinforce 

traditional family structures. Social insurance is predicated on a male breadwinner model, 

conferring inferior social rights on women, and married women in particular. Care services 

that substitute for the family are likely to be undeveloped, and their provision reflects the 

principle o f subsidiarity: such services are likely to be provided by church or voluntary, 

subsidiary entities and only where the family’s efforts to meet care needs is exhausted.

This summary of two authoritative comparisons o f social security offered a view o f Irish 

social security in 1981 from different stances; these seem to confirm a particular 

characterisation. It is worth pointing out that other exercises using different indicators offer a 

similar conclusion about Ireland; for example, Bonoli’s (1997) two-dimensional framework 

(size o f social expenditure and share o f social insurance in total spending) groups Ireland 

with the liberal/Anglo Saxon countries. .Arts and Gelissen (2002) reviewed the typology 

exercises that arose in response to Three Worlds', their analysis o f the many classification 

exercises and the critiques o f Esping-Andersen also place Ireland in the liberal world.

Before turning to the implications o f the above for analysing the period after 1981 it is useful 

to reconsider their implications. The Korpi/Palme ideal-type deploys social insurance as an 

intervening variable; political factors create social insurance institutions and these then 

generate particular income distribution outcomes. This exercise does not equate ideal type 

social insurance institutions with countries’ overall social policies or even with their overall 

social security arrangements. As with the Three Worlds analysis, its relevance to Ireland lies 

not just in its capacity to place Irish social insurance institutions comparatively, but also its 

identification o f the political sources o f change. Esping-Andersen likewise uses welfare as an 

intervening variable; political factors create welfare regimes and these sustain and reproduce 

stratification systems. In this sense. Three Worlds gives a larger role to welfare than Korpi 

and Palm e’s analysis: in the latter, welfare affects income distribution, whereas in Three 

Worlds welfare reproduces social strata. Finally, Esping-Andersen seeks to identify welfare 

regimes, not merely to classify social security or to explain ‘paradoxes’ o f income
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distribution. Welfare regimes, although indexed by very narrow measures o f social rights, 

also have consequences for patterns o f social provision, employment and labour markets and 

the relative roles o f state, family and market.

Ireland’s W elfare Regim e in 1981 - A  H ybrid?

Is the conventional academic wisdom about Ireland’s place in the ‘worlds o f w elfare’ 

correct? There are aspects o f Ireland’s welfare state that might justify a different 

characterisation. Cousins (1997) noted that the Three Worlds analysis did not include Spain, 

Greece or Portugal. He then certain identifies similarities between Ireland and these 

Mediterranean states - late industrialisation, centralised, state-led development, clientilist and 

populist politics -  and argues for a grouping o f semi-peripheral states that would include 

Ireland. One early comparison concluded that Ireland was Catholic corporatist (McLaughlin, 

1993), and a more recent quantitative study using a wide range o f economic variables to 

identify clusters also suggested that Ireland might belong to the corporatist world (Schroeder, 

2009).

These competing claims can be usefully reconsidered in the light o f  Esping-Andersen’s own 

analysis. To begin with, the scores summarised in Table 3.2 show that Ireland is a borderline 

case with a marginally lower score than the adjacent score (Italy) which is in the corporatist 

cell; the difference between Ireland’s score and those o f all the corporatist cases is within one 

standard deviation o f the mean for all countries. The more detailed data (1990:75,Table 3) on 

conservative, liberal and socialist attributes show that Ireland is low on both liberal and social 

democratic scales and moderate on the conservative-corporatist scale. Adding to this 

complexity, in his analysis o f public-private pensions Esping-Andersen (1990:74-5) locates 

Ireland as follows:

Countries are surprisingly bi-modal with regard to their emphasis on public-employee pensions.

In one group their size is enormous: Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy and Japan.

This is, o f  course, the group o f nations we have earlier identified as strongly etatist and

corporatist.

The treatment o f regimes in Huber and Stephens’ (2001) authoritative study also reveals an 

anomalous pattern in relation to Ireland. They classify countries using a range o f data across 

four dimensions: political/social, labour market, macro-economic/institutional and welfare 

outcomes (Huber and Stephens, 2001:85-105). This produces the familiar
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liberal/corporatist/social democratic classification, supplemented by the addition o f the 

Antipodean category comprising Australia and New Zealand.

Table 3.3 abstracts from their 32 indicators across the four dimensions and highlights 

Ireland’s anomalous place in the data. These illustrations confirm Ireland’s uneasy place in 

the classification. Some o f the welfare outcome measures are more benign than its placement 

suggests; and its corporatism and union density scores suggest it has a lot in common with 

the Corporatist/Christian democratic countries. Also, two o f the expenditure-based items 

seem curiously generous in a supposedly liberal welfare state, and Ireland’s very high score 

on trade openness begs a comparison with the small. Northern European, social democratic 

states. The point of this discussion is not to identify a conclusive place for Ireland in the 

worlds o f welfare or to repudiate the established classifications, but to highlight its status as a 

hybrid case. Remarkably, the mainstream literature is silent about Ireland. Esping-Andersen 

(1990) does not rationalise his uncertain treatment, and Huber and Stephens (2001) 

inadvertently illustrate scholars’ typical neglect o f Ireland. Their index lists two references. 

One o f these (2001:57) explains Ireland’s exclusion from their analysis o f welfare state 

development because o f lack o f data. The other (2001:374) is a footnote that amplifies the 

text’s treatment o f the UK as a ‘liberal’ welfare state by referring to Ireland as follows:

U ntil separation, Irish p o licy  w as m ade in London and thereafter social p o licy  innovations tended  

to fo llow  the British lead. Thus, the p olicy  patterns in the tw o  countries are much m ore sim ilar  

than one w ould predict g iven  their social and political characteristics

While Huber and Stephens take the plausible step o f bracketing Ireland with the UK, other 

comparative studies surrender to the complexity by either ignoring the Irish case or pleading 

for case-specific analysis. Van Kersbergen and Manow (2009), for example, do not include 

Ireland in their compilation o f country case studies o f religion and the welfare state. In their 

overview o f pension reform politics Myles and Pierson (2001:317) indicate that their 

observations about Ireland are necessarily based on personal communication, remarking that 

“Pension politics have never occupied a prominent place in Ireland and rather little has been 

written on the topic” . Finally, Ireland’s unconvincing placement in typologies has been 

inadvertently revealed again in Vis and Kersbergen’s (2014) recent overview o f welfare state 

politics. Having confirmed the validity o f the Three Worlds typology, they proceed to record 

a range o f comparative WS data using the typology (2014:78-102). Here too, Ireland’s data 

are not consistent with the liberal grouping in which it is placed. Repeatedly in their tables
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Irish scores are comfortably in the corporatist range and, in some instances, in the social 

democratic range (2014; Tables 5.1-5.3).

Korpi and Palme’s (1998) analysis led them to place Irish social insurance in the ‘basic 

security’ category along with the other liberal countries -  an outcome consistent with the 

many analyses that stress its liberal, British origins. However, Ireland’s social protection 

system also had some Bismarckian/corporatist traits in 1981. Focusing on the type of benefit 

system, (circa the year to which the Esping-Andersen and Huber/Stephens data refer) Ireland 

had moved its state social insurance system to an income-replacement basis for 

unemployment, sickness and maternity. Furthermore, the state social security system is 

paralleled by a corporatist/etatist system for its public sector. This comprises complex 

pensions and related provisions based on Bismarckian principles (generous income 

replacement benefits) and organised along segmented occupational lines. It could be said that 

there are tw’o social security systems, co-existing on different principles.

More widely, there are features of the Irish welfare state that are distinctly non-liberal. The 

largest programme of social security is Child Benefit which has remained universal and 

expanded in scope and generosity in the last two decades (McCashin, 2004). In education, 

universality is a strong principle, and uniquely among so-called ‘liberal’ welfare states, this 

principle now extends to universally free education at all levels -universities included. The 

health care system too reveals a mix of liberalism/residual (for example, in the case of 

primary GP services) and part-universalism (hospital and related services). Ireland’s welfare 

state is not necessarily a general counterfactual to all theoretical expectations, but the nature, 

timing, and mix of influences on its development may have made it a hybrid, with a mix of 

attributes from different regimes.

What are the sources of this hybrid status? First, Ireland does not reveal the pattern of 

coalition formation that would be expected of a ‘liberal’ Anglo-Saxon regime. A proven line 

of reasoning -  as well as historical evidence -  shows how coalition dynamics affect welfare 

states and their social security systems. Van Kersbergen and Vis’ (2014:74-77) recent 

summary of this reasoning is as follows. The variation in welfare regimes is determined by 

the support or otherwise of the middle class for the WS. At one extreme, residual liberal 

regimes emerge where the middle class opposes the WS, and at the other a generous 

encompassing regime exists where the middle class supports it. Iversen and Sockice’s (2006) 

analysis explained why middle class support varies and how this affects regimes. Their
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insights essentially were that the Left tends to govern more often in multi-party systems and 

the Right in two-party systems, and that the party systems shape the incentives o f the middle 

class. For example, in a two party system the middle class have the choice o f receiving no 

benefits but being taxed for them, if  the Left governs, or receiving no benefits and not being 

taxed for them if the Right governs. In multi-party, proportional representation contexts, the 

choice facing a middle class party is different; it can support the working class, tax the rich 

and then redistribute.

Table 3.3 Huber and Stephens’ Selected Data on Welfare State Regimes

Variable Dim ension Sample

Mean

Value,

Ireland

Comment

Social security 

expenditure

Welfare state 

regime

19 19.1 Ireland higher than Switzerland and 
Finland

Per cent o f  Health 

Spending Public

Welfare state 

regime

78.2 92 Ireland joint second highest value with 

Sweden

Union density Production
regime/labour
Market

43.1 44 Ireland higher than five 

Corporatist countries

Corporatism

Index

Production
regime/labour
Market

2.6 3 Ireland higher than five Corporatist 
Countries and equal to Finland and 
Denmark

Trade Openness Institutions and 

Macro Policy

48.8 78.0 Ireland third highest in sam ple and higher 

than N ordic mean

Per cent Aged  

in poverty

W elfare state 

outcom es

8.2 4.9 Ireland lower than sam ple mean, lower 
than Denmark and six  o f  the seven  
Corporatist countries

Per cent o f  single 

mothers poor

W elfare state 

Outcom es

17.9 15.4 Ireland lower than sam ple mean and 

lower than three Corporatist states

Source: H uber an d  Stephens (2001: Tables 4 .1-4 .4); for definitions, sources etc. see original text. Huber and 
Stephens use the term ‘Christian D em ocratic’ for Esping-Andersen’s ‘corporatist’.

This logic explains in a stylised way the difference between Anglo-Saxon two party systems 

with liberal regimes and Nordic, multi-party PR systems with universal regimes. However, 

the analysis must then be extended to differentiate between the different types o f middle class 

parties. Following the Van Kersbergen/Vis (2014) analysis, this differentiation highlights the 

agrarian-urban cleavages in Nordic countries and the religious-based cleavages in some 

European countries, and hence a differentiation in their coalitions and welfare regimes.
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Agrarian parties were the allies o f the WS in Scandinavia, and religious parties played this 

role in Europe, giving rise to social democratic and Catholic-corporatist regimes respectively. 

Clearly, Ireland does not conform to the PR-multiparty-Left syndrome that the analysis would 

predict, and its politics does not reveal the constellation o f parties, cleavages and coalition 

options that undergird any o f the three worlds.

The role o f the state in the economy should also be noted. The initial impetus to economic 

development (c. 1930-1945) was based on agriculture, state-led and protected import- 

substitution-industrialisation (ISI), and state economic production in various sectors. During 

this phase the model o f welfare development was similar to the male ‘wage earner’ welfare in 

New Zealand and the content o f welfare state policies was oriented to the agrarian economy 

and the needs o f a very small urban working class. The later phase o f industrialisation 

reflected the developmental constraints o f a small, industrial ‘latecomer’ and was based on 

state-managed, industrialisation. From the 1980s onwards, the state retained its role as leader 

o f industrial development, but widened its role to incorporate the support o f indigenous 

industry.

In relation to agrarian interests, national economic and social development from 1840 to 

1960 was defined essentially in terms o f the national struggle over landownership. The 

catastrophic Irish Famine o f the 1840s left a deeply hierarchical rural social structure with 

cottiers, peasants and landless labourers at the bottom and the (largely Protestant, Anglo- 

Irish) owners o f large estates at its apex. Nationalist movements (beginning with the Fenians 

in the 1850s) conflated the struggle over land with the movement for political independence 

and this background gave rise to two related developments.

From 1870 onwards the colonial government used a succession o f Land Acts to defuse 

demands for Home Rule at first by fixing rents and later by facilitating the ownership o f land 

by tenants on generously discounted terms. In effect, these policies transformed tenants into a 

vast petit-bourgeoisie o f landowners. As Fahey (2002: 57) points out, the pre-independence 

land acts, combined with the newly-independent government’s 1923 legislation had a 

dramatic effect over time;

Ownership of some 14-15 million acres of the 17 million acres of agricultural land was 

transferred from some 19,000 proprietors in the early 1880s to approximately 400,000 

smallholders. It thus led to the elimination of the nineteenth century landlord system and made 

independent small family farmers into the largest class in the Irish social structure.
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Achievement of ownership was accompanied after political independence by large-scale land 

redistribution. This policy was implemented in part to defuse the agrarian unrest aroused by 

nationalists during the war of independence and also to sustain the viability of family farms 

by increasing the size of many small holdings (Dooley, 2004). The Land Act 1923 

established a centralised Land Commission with wide powers -  including compulsory 

acquisition of land. By the time it published its final report in 1987 the Commission had 

redistributed 1.5 million acres of land to add to the 840,000 redistributed under earlier 

legislation, totalling 2.4 million acres; a quarter of a million families benefited after 1923 

from the Land Commission’s activities in vesting lands in new owners, enlargements, 

assisted migration, and so on (Dooley, 2004:231). Land redistribution as a response to rural 

poverty, emigration, and land hunger was possibly “the key component to Irish social policy 

for decades, something that has not been readily acknowledged” (Dooley, 2004:230). In the 

terms of welfare state analyses, agricultural land in Ireland (as a factor of production) was 

substantially decommodified - a form of decommodification not considered in mainstream 

analyses.

There was a generalised economic crisis in agriculture as commodity prices fell due to 

competition from American imports, and agricultural labourers’ wages rose in response to 

conditions in industrial labour markets. This squeeze on profits and rents led to a shift away 

from large-scale capitalist farming towards family farming less dependent on wage labour 

and less oriented to profit. Irish landlords of large estates experienced this squeeze and the 

political demands of nationalists. The decline in landed estates, the shift to family farming 

and farm ownership in Ireland reflected the “widespread reversion to family farming that 

took place virtually throughout the developed world” (Fahey, 2002:54). Ireland’s experience 

of this transition is distinctive in these respects; the conflation of the land and the national 

struggles, the commitment of governments to land reform through generous subsidisation, 

and the pervasive intervention by a central government authority (the Land Commission) 

over a very long time period in the agrarian economy.

The leadership role it adopted in industry and the commanding role it took in agriculture 

shows that the state in Ireland has been “highly interventionist” (Nolan, O ’Connell and 

Whelan. 2000:351). A pervasively interventionist state is an unlikely basis for a liberal 

welfare regime. More widely, the forms of intervention Ireland experienced suggest that 

summary indices of social insurance provisions may be too narrow to reflect its patterns of 

decommodification.
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Can we identify normative and political supports in Ireland for a ‘liberal’ welfare state? If 

we cannot, it gives further grounds for questioning whether there is a liberal dynamic of 

change. In relation to norms, there is now a body of work showing a broad correspondence 

between norms (as indicated by attitudes to the welfare state) and types of welfare state 

(Svallors, 2010; Hardiman, McCashin and Payne, 2006). Briefly, the available data on 

Ireland do not suggest that there are broadly liberal, individualist attitudes to the WS. In his 

review of the relevant studies Cousins (2005:285-92), concludes that there is “positive but 

limited support” for the WS (2005:281), but rightly notes the absence of consistent, 

appropriate data. More recent data on attitudes to poverty and wealth (Hardiman, McCashin 

and Payne, 2006) show that about a quarter of the population hold consistently individualist 

attitudes, about 30% hold structural beliefs (for example about the causes of individuals’ 

poverty) and the balance adhere to a mix of both. Of course, none of the material cited is a 

definitive test of the Irish public’s beliefs about the WS, but if Ireland were a liberal regime it 

would be reflected in some way in the associated data.

If the characterisation ‘liberal’ can be questioned, are there grounds for the descriptions 

‘Catholic’ or ‘Corporatist’? One basis on which the term Catholic is applied in the literature 

(McLaughlin, 1993) is the assertion that the Church exercised decisive and hegemonic 

influence at critical stages. However, the review of the historical evidence given earlier 

shows this particular interpretation cannot be sustained. Equally, as Inglis’ (1979) 

sociological analysis of Irish Catholicism showed, the Church had a moral monopoly on 

sexual mores and the regulation of family life, and considerable organisational control in 

health and education. Arguably, this ‘monopoly’ provided channels through which 

Catholicism might influence social security.

Catholic moral principles in relation to the family gave particularly strong reinforcement to 

the male breadwinner model of social security, and, in fact, in Lewis’ (1992) gender-based 

classification of welfare states, Ireland is classified as a strong MBW state. This might have 

had an indirect influence when policy makers attempted to implement gender equality and 

more individualist provisions. Furthermore, the Catholic Hierarchy influenced the Irish 

constitution, adopted by popular referendum in 1937; this gave legal force to Catholic 

principles about the male breadwinner family. Later, the constitution offered a prospective 

veto-point against changes to the MBW and an institutional venue (the higher Courts) in 

which to challenge such changes.
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Catholic Social (CST) stresses subsidiarity and the role o f the family in the provision o f care. 

As Esping-Andersen (1990) suggested, this would permit the state to support families and 

provide services only in extremis and not to generally substitute large-scale formal services 

for the family. Welfare states under such influences would be slow to develop non-cash 

services, and be more reliant on families and the voluntary sector for care services; the 

composition of its welfare expenditure would therefore be skewed towards cash transfers 

rather than services. As ‘new risks’ in relation to elder care and child care emerged in Ireland 

the historic impact o f CST would channel new risk responses into cash rather than services 

(Timonen and Doyle, 2007).

Finally, religious doctrines may influence social security through the moral and cultural 

beliefs they engender about poverty. As Kahl (2009:267) has argued, “there exist important 

institutional continuities and systematic differences between countries that are driven by the 

institutionalized (and secularised) principles o f Catholic, Lutheran and Calvinist social 

doctrines” . In colloquial terms, Catholicism enjoined its adherents to ‘feed the poor’, while 

Calvinism urged the poor person to ‘work for your own bread’ and Lutheranism stressed that 

‘all should eat and w ork’ (Kahl, 2009:269-95). These moral doctrines influenced the timing 

and content of countries’ poor relief and social assistance doctrines. In Ireland’s case, of 

course, its initial poor relief and social assistance provisions were those imposed in the 19*'' 

century by the UK and reflected Protestant moral doctrines. However, the moral and social 

hegemony of Catholicism in 20*'̂  century, independent Ireland, and the pervasive presence o f 

Catholic lay charities and voluntary services arguably influenced social security: they offered 

a moral construction o f poverty and its causes, and a moral imperative to Catholics to assist 

the poor through charity. Late in the 20'^ century scholars began to distinguish between 

‘active’ and ‘passive’ welfare states and to identify the cultural and moral bases o f ‘passivity’ 

(Van Kersbergen and Manow, 2009). Welfare states heavily influenced by Catholic doctrine 

are less likely to emphasise work as a solution to poverty and less likely - in contemporary 

parlance- to adopt activation policies.

This reasoning does not imply that Catholicism has the same impact in all Catholic 

countries, as Daly’s (1999) comparison o f family policy in Ireland and Germany shows. In 

teasing out the impact o f Catholicism, she argues (1999:107) that state-family relationships 

are the defining aspects o f a Catholic social policy. Daly observed qualitative differences in 

their family policies, notwithstanding their common experiences o f Catholic constitutions 

that privilege the family based on marriage, and Church and lay propagation o f CST based on
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the Papal Encyclicals. German family policy was always more strongly and practically 

supportive o f the family in its tax system, family and child benefits, and services for children. 

Daly points in particular to the kindergarten system in Germany and its contrasting absence 

in Ireland. This system reflects CST quite specifically by providing a service to all families, 

delivering it through local/subsidiary organisations, and embedding it as a support to full

time motherhood rather than an aid to maternal employment. All o f this contrasts with Ireland 

where family services remained residual.

The ideas and identities o f Catholic leaders (lay and clerical) were grounded in nationalism 

and a commitment to an idealised, agricultural familialism, and the Catholic social movement 

in Ireland was not institutionally linked to trade unions. Therefore, the Catholic hierarchy- 

content, perhaps, with its domination o f personal morals and control o f health and education - 

did not deploy its moral power to translate the rhetorical content o f CST directly into specific 

social security policies (Daly, 1999). Catholicism, we can conclude, had a significant, 

indirect influence on social security. It remains to consider whether this influence is 

sufficient to characterise Ireland as Catholic-corporatist.

Van Kersbergen (1995) showed that Catholicism was a powerful influence on the 

development o f many European welfare states: there is, in Van Kersbergen’s terms, a 

‘Christian Democratic’ type o f welfare state. Such welfare states constructed corporatist, 

status maintenance welfare systems based on comprehensive, income replacement social 

insurance. However, ‘Catholic’ Ireland did not develop such a welfare system. In fact, it 

firmly repudiated it in the 1940s as Carey’s (2008) account showed. It is, therefore, the only 

Catholic country routinely grouped with the liberal/Anglo Saxon/basic security countries. 

Korpi (1992:18) remarked that “something is missing” in relation to social insurance in 

Ireland; it is Catholic but lacks “the classical corporatist arrangements in the institutions o f 

social insurance programmes” . This implies that social Catholicism is invariably about urban 

workers whose aspirations are expressed through Catholic or Christian Democratic parties 

acting as standard bearers for comprehensive, status-maintenance social insurance. However, 

unlike the core European countries, Ireland’s Catholics throughout the formative decades o f 

nation-building and welfare development were not urban workers and trade unionists, but 

landholders, peasants, or farmers, and while its politicians were overwhelmingly Catholic, its 

parties were not Catholic workers parties or explicitly Christian Democratic parties.
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Corporatism is characterised by the presence o f these five attributes; social insurance 

financing, contribution-based entitlement, income replacement benefits; occupational 

differentiation in pensions and related provisions; quasi-autonomous, employer and employee 

participation in management and control o f insurance schemes. Evaluating the state social 

security system against these criteria ‘Catholic’ Ireland was not typically corporatist in 1981:

Social security was only partially insurance-based in terms o f financing and entitlement;

The social insurance benefit system had two income replacement (Unemployment and 

Disability) benefits and three flat- rate (Old Age, Widows and Invalidity);

The pensions (and related benefits) were not occupationally differentiated;

There were no institutional arrangements incorporating trade unions or employers in social 

security.

Two qualifications to this assessment are required. It refers exclusively to the national social 

security system which does not incorporate the etatist provisions o f state employees such as 

civil servants. These latter provisions are income related and have an element o f occupational 

differentiation. To the extent that Ireland’s overall social protection provisions distinguish 

between public and private sector employees, we can identify an element o f corporatism. 

Secondly, the policy environment in social security in 1981 was increasingly characterised by 

national social pacts (Hardiman, 1988); this offered a national venue in which trade union- 

employer interests in social security could be articulated and negotiated. Clearly, the Irish 

welfare regime in 1981 had elements o f both liberalism and Catholic Corporatism, suggesting 

that it might experience quite varied dynamics in the succeeding decades.

Irish Social Security in 1981

This section turns to the detail o f social security. As pointed out above, the specific attributes 

o f social security may mediate pressures for change. For example, the generosity o f its 

benefit system will structure the opportunities and demand for retrenchment. It is therefore 

necessary to describe social security to identify these micro-level factors affecting change.

The approach to characterizing Irish social security in 1981 follows Clasen and Van 

Oorschot’s strategy o f analysing the detail o f the system and identifying underlying 

“normative principles o f social justice” (2002:89); for example, the principle o f reciprocity 

implicit in the contribution-entitlement link in social insurance. Clasen and Van Oorschot’s
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schema is reproduced, in an adapted form, below in Table 3.4. As this shows, it is possible to 

offer a multi-dimensional framework for describing social security. On the one hand, there are 

different approaches to defining needs, and these are associated with implicit principles of 

distributive justice; in turn, these translate into policy principles and types o f social rights. 

According to Clasen and Van Oorschot (2002; 91-4), there is also a logical correspondence 

between these principles and rights, welfare regimes and social security “traditions” and 

“general aims” .

T able 3.4: Social Security P rincip les and Irish Social Security

B enefit Princip les

N eeds
defin itions

Policy
principle

N ature o f  
rights

Social
security
tradition

A im  o f
social
security

U nit o f  
entitlem ent

Child Benefit B elow

general
w ell-being

E quality C itizensh ip U niversal

benefits

P rom otion  o f  

w ell-being
Individual

M others

Non
contributory 
old age pension

B elow

m inim um
standard

N eed C onditional on 

poverty

Social

A ssistance

A m elio ration  

o f  poverty

Individuals,

legally
m arried

couples

Unemployment/

Disability
benefit

Loss o f

achieved
standard

Equity R eciprocity B ism arckian

Social
insurance

S tatus
p reservation

Individuals, 
legally 

m arried  m en

Unemployment

Assistance

B elow

m inim um

standard

N eed C onditional on 
poverty  and 

w ork

availab ility

Social

A ssistance

A m elioration  

o f  poverty

Individuals, 
fam ilies, and 

households

Retirement and
contributory
pension

Loss o f  

incom e

N eed A ge/retirem ent

condition;

contribution

B everidgean

social

insurance

Prevention 

o f  poverty

Individuals, 

legal spouses

Source: Adapted from Clasen and Van Oorschot (2002)

For example, there is a clearly identifiable approach focused on minimum standards, and a 

needs-based principle o f  justice, corresponding to selective strategies and poverty-based 

rights. These will predominate in liberal regimes and be reflected in social assistance 

payments directed at poverty reduction, by means o f state-funded minimum benefits 

calculated according to means-tests. This framework is based on “ideal-type correspondences 

between justice principles and characteristics o f social security schemes”, and as its authors
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point out (2002:93), social security systems in practice can reveal “significant deviations, or 

combinations” . The value o f this framework, suitably adapted, is that it admits the likelihood 

o f ‘combinations’ and ‘deviations’ within any one system, and allows us to evaluate whether 

underlying principles change. It would also allow description o f more nuanced or gradual 

change; for example, a shift towards greater reciprocity in social insurance, or a more 

generous interpretation o f minimum benefits.

Table 3.4 applies this approach to Irish social security in 1981. There are two adaptations to 

the framework; first, the chart identifies principles within the Irish system and second it adds 

a criterion - the unit o f entitlement -  strikingly absent from the Clasen/Van Oorschot schema. 

As regime commentators have pointed out, the statuses o f marriage, family, individual and 

household may be key features o f social security, and, furthermore one o f the dimensions o f 

change in social security. The columns refer to the principles and the rows to individual 

benefits, specifically, the five payments that have the largest number o f  individual recipients 

in 1981. A summary description o f these payments in 1981 within the terms o f Table 3.4 

follows below.

Child Benefit; In 1981 this was universal, payable to mothers at a flat rate in respect o f all 

children aged under 16 (18, if in full time education). This benefit is premised on citizenship 

rights, directed at the well-being o f families, funded out o f general taxation, and reflects a 

universal tradition in social security.

Non Contributorv Old Age Pension; In 1981 it had the largest number o f recipients o f all 

adult-related payments; the NCOAP was the descendant o f the 1908 pension and had an 

eligibility age o f 66. In the social assistance tradition, it confers a payment conditionally and 

on the principle o f need, with the allowance payable tapered to income. The unit o f 

entitlement here is marriage, with recipients’ allowances adjusted for adult dependants, and 

the incomes o f the applicants’ spouses included in the means assessment. The pension in 

1981 was a minimum allowance (20% o f gross earnings) and the means threshold low 

relative to earnings.

Unemployment/Disability Benefit; In 1981, this benefit was simultaneously structured on 

two principles; a fiat-rate benefit and a ‘pay-related benefit’ based on stricter contribution 

requirements, adding an income replacement tier. The latter offered, ‘on top’ o f UB, an 

additional benefit related to previous pay, with the addition declining as the period o f benefit 

receipt continued, entitlement predicated on minimum contribution requirements, and proof
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of availability for work and search for work. Benefits are paid out o f social insurance funds 

contributed by employers and employees, and managed and administered wholly by the 

central exchequer. The maximum income replacement rate for (UB+PRB) is 85%.

Here, entitlement and the amount o f benefit are also related to gender and family 

circumstances. All married men receive an additional adult dependant payment in respect of 

their spouse - no matter what the w ife’s employment status or income. Married women are 

generally precluded from claiming an adult dependant addition in respect o f a spouse; also, 

married women receive a lower payment than men (whatever the contribution history) and 

are entitled to a shorter duration o f payment. In sum, UB conforms to aspects o f a 

Bismackian/male breadwinner model, with clear income replacement provisions based on a 

loss o f achieved standard, an element o f reciprocity in the contribution-entitlement link and 

the definitive privileging o f male breadwinners. However, there is no corporatist or para-state 

institution directly involving employers or Trade Unions. This description applies also to the 

benefit in respect o f sickness absence from work. Disability Benefit.

Unemployment Assistance; The description given the NCOAP applies to UA, with two 

important points o f distinction. Clearly, a demonstration o f availability for work and evidence 

o f work search is legally required, first, and second, the unit o f entitlement and assessment is 

different. Married women are not entitled to UA (subject to certain exceptions); the means of 

spouses are aggregated for purposes o f income assessment; and, for unmarried adults living 

with the family o f origin the wider households’ resources are considered in the means 

assessment (the value o f ‘board and lodging’).

Old Age Contributory Pension: Payable at age 66, this benefit is a fiat-rate benefit with 

entitlement linked to social insurance contributions payable by employers and employees. 

Like UB, the benefit applies to individuals, but the insurance-contribution character o f the 

benefit is diluted by the dependency aspects; adult additional payments in respect o f  spouses 

are payable although insurance contributions are related only to earnings.

A number o f points emerge from this description. First, institutionally the system is 

centralized, with all the benefits managed by central government. There are no corporatist or 

quasi-state institutions involved. Second, there is some diversity in the underlying principles. 

Child Benefit is based on citizenship principles and is paid to mothers as a legal right. 

Equally, there are examples o f needs-based, poverty alleviation payments, and insurance 

payments o f both the Beveridgean and Bismarckian variety. The hybrid nature o f the system
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is particularly reflected in the role o f social insurance. Unemployment and sickness (absence 

from work) payments meet needs defined on a loss-of-achieved-standard basis with an 

income replacement tier o f payment for status preservation. However, the social insurance 

(Contributory) pension is flat-rate. A feature o f both forms o f insurance is the incorporation 

o f additional dependants’ payments. The contributory, reciprocal character o f these 

‘insurance’ benefits is therefore qualified by the payment o f additional benefits for spouses 

and children.

Third, the unit o f entitlement and assessment is variable. For the means-tested payments, the 

underlying principle is aggregation o f means across marital families or wider units. In the 

case o f old age pensions, spouses’ means are aggregated over married couples; for 

unemployment assistance the unit is the family - the means o f parents o f the unmarried 

unemployed are (partially) assessed as means, where the unemployed live in the parental 

household, and married couples’ incomes are also aggregated. The net effect o f the means- 

test is to effectively preclude some aduhs with negligible or nil income from an allowance in 

their own right. In the case o f insurance payments, the entitlement is individualized and based 

on the insurance contribution record; here too, however, the principle is qualified, as married 

women have a lower benefit and a shorter duration o f benefit entitlement than otherwise 

comparable single or married men.

Fourth, the system is opaque and complex. There are, for example:

• Thirty six different weekly rates o f payment for child dependant additions;

• Three administratively and legally distinct payments for lone parent families,

• Separate thresholds for means across pensions, unemployment assistance, lone 

parents’ payments;

• Twenty five different weekly rates o f adult dependant additions;

• Thirteen categories o f social insurance contribution each with a distinct suite o f 

benefit entitlements.

The Irish system echoes Bolderson and M abbett’s (1995:119) metaphor about “mongrels” 

and “thoroughbreds” . Their analysis o f six countries’ systems stresses their complexity. They 

argue (1995:120) that “there is a major difficulty in summarizing the ‘character’ o f a
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country’s social security system because o f the diversity o f the benefits within each system” 

and point to one implication o f this for identifying change, an implication that is clearly 

relevant here. Social security contains competing and contradictory elements (1999:123) and 

therefore patterns o f change may also be competing and contradictory.

The Context for Change

The previous section outlined the development o f social security and its state in 1981. At this 

point it is necessary to place it in a wider context. Table 3.5 uses a simple schema to achieve 

this; the paragraphs below elaborate the wider context with the aid o f this schema and the 

background data in Appendix tables A1-A4.

Table 3.5: The Context for Social Security Change

Globalisation 

M acro Economy 

New Risks

Social
Security

In relation to the social security system, the descriptive overview prompts quite contradictory 

expectations about social security. In 1981, total expenditure was 13% o f GDP and rising in a 

context o f high public debt -  a clear pressure to retrench. Equally, high and rising 

unemployment created, and the growth o f new risks created a need for social security: 

furthermore, the scope for benefit reductions was low given the modest levels o f most 

benefits. However, the system was complex and opaque and highly amenable to the kind o f 

obfuscation and blame-avoidance that would make retrenchment feasible.

Globalisation is clearly part o f context, and Ireland is an outlier in this respect. Over time it 

became a highly globalised economy, as the indicative data from the Kop globalisation index

107

Parties @Politics

G overnance

In terest Groups/Civil 
Society



in Appendix table A. 1 shows. However, the evidence about globalisation cautions against 

imputing direct, negative WS impacts. To the extent that economic growth and rising 

employment can be attributed to globalisation, it is possible to dismiss globalisation as a 

variable inducing WS regress - as Hardiman et al (2008) do. The more telling data, to which 

Vis and van Kersbergen (2014) direct attention, are the particular forms o f Ireland’s economic 

globalisation; high levels o f foreign direct investment, high ratios o f trade to GDP, but most 

particularly, substantial inter-industry trade. The latter suggests competition with low-cost 

economies and this might be a pressure point on the non-wage costs o f some employers. 

Likewise, the fiscal underpinnings o f FDI require a low fiscal contribution from corporate 

taxation; this attenuation o f the revenue base indirectly structures the opportunities and costs 

o f social security. The significance o f FDI may extend to its potential to influence the policy 

preferences o f private sector employers. Such is the scale and role o f FDI, that the interests o f 

indigenous and multinational employers might diverge leading to a fragmentation o f Capital’s 

interests and policies.

In relation to the macro economy, employment and economic performance, the background 

has been well-documented, and the employment and fiscal data in the Appendix neatly reflect 

the experience (O ’ Connell and Russell, 2007; Nolan, O ’Connell et a l , 2000) These points 

are relevant to WS change; the high level o f public debt in the early 1980s, the sharp fall in 

unemployment from 16% in 1986 to % in 1996 and 5% in 2006, with a corresponding rise in 

the employment ratio; the shift in the composition o f employment, with a sharp growth in 

high-skill and professional occupations more than offsetting the rise in unskilled employment 

during the boom; a marked rise in female employment -with a participation rate o f 57% in 

2006 in contrast to the 35% rate in 1983- and a rise in the share o f female employment in the 

total; part-time work increased sharply from the mid-1980s to the mid 1990s, but thereafter 

rose at the same rate as employment overall, and equally significantly involuntary part-time 

work declined from the mid 1990s. These broad indicators reflect the general “Bust to Boom” 

story o f the Ireland’s contrasting economic fortunes before and during the Celtic Tiger; the 

relevant GDP and other indicators are included in Appendix Table A .l (Nolan, O ’Connell et 

al, 2000: Fahey, Russell and Smyth. 2000)

Clearly, 1981-2007 was not a period o f ‘permanent austerity’. Nor was there a consistently 

malign mix o f demographic pressures. On the one hand, as the data in the Appendix confirm, 

the ‘new social risk’ o f lone-parenthood emerged with the rapid increase in non-marital births 

and marital breakdown, against a background o f a gradual decline (Fahey et al, 2000) in
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fertility that continued through the 1980s and 1990s. On the other, welfare states’ chronic 

demographic problem of ageing did not materialise; the share of the elderly in total population 

remained in the range of 10-11%. Therefore, Ireland did not become a victim of the low- 

fertility/ageing trap identified by Esping-Andersen (2010:12) as a key source o f the 

“dysfunctional logic” of the Bismarckian WS.

Turning to the policy environment, three critical aspects merit attention here. First, political 

values and party politics; as Coakley (1999:61) has pointed out in his review of the evidence, 

Irish political culture contains “a complex mixture of values”. The majority o f the Irish public 

tends to self-identify further to the Right than most European publics; equally, there is 

considerable support for interventionist policies and an egalitarian stance towards the 

distribution of resources. Irish parties functioned in this ambiguous environment and the party 

system itself evolved rapidly after 1977 in critical ways. The share of Fianna Fail electoral 

support never again reached the 51% of first-preference votes of 1977, party competition 

intensified from 1981 onwards, and the most common government arrangement was a 

coalition (see Appendix Table A2). This rendered Irish patterns of government formation 

more European. Laver (1992) points out that the mix of parties available in Ireland is not 

exceptional in a European context, but the absence of support for the Left parties is. The 

distinctive electoral weakness of Left parties has persisted but this does not mean that the 

dominant parties are anti-welfare. In fact, Fianna Fail has high support among the working 

class (in a range between 35% and 50% in pre-election polls between 1969 and 2007) and this 

gives it an incentive to respond to popular welfare issues (Table A3).

The Progressive Democrats (PDs) were formed in 1985 on a distinctly neo-liberal platform. It 

secured 11. 8% of the first preference vote in 1987, but thereafter its support fell, reaching 

2.7% in 2007. It participated in government twice as a minority party with Fianna Fait, this 

invites the question as to whether social security policy shows any policy effect from the PDs. 

A key point about party politics and social security, therefore, is that Fianna Fail is critical. It 

is the dominant party, and has abandoned its presumption of single party government. New, 

smaller challenger parties such as the PDs on the Right or Democratic Left therefore 

confronted a large, populist party willing to coalesce. This coalition dynamic may dull the 

policy impact of “challenger” parties such as the PDs (Coakley, 1990:272). (Table A2 

provides details of the governments and parties).
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Mair (1987) points out that the underlying policy differences between parties narrowed after 

1980, and equally important in the present context, the salience o f social policy -  including 

social security - issues increased. Indeed in the 1987, 1992, 2002 elections quite specific 

social security issues loomed large. However, the overriding point about political parties and 

social security is that their election manifestoes and Programmes for Government did not 

display any systematic policy differences on key aspects o f social security. This absence of 

policy distance across parties was reinforced by these factors; the long-term decline in the 

bases o f party differentiation, the external influence o f the EU on economic and budgetary 

policy, and o f course the impact o f the electoral system. Me Graw (2012:46) suggests that 

Irish parties are not successful in articulating long-term political goals and that the multiple 

seat PR/STV electoral system emphasises intra-party competition, and local constituency 

service: “Irish parties are unusual in the degree to which they emphasise local constituency 

service. This trend persists even at the expense o f the parties’ own policy-aggregating 

capabilities” .

Turning to the system o f government, political scientists identify the following key features 

(Moran, 2007; Hardiman, 2012; Coakley, 2005) It is a low-to-moderate veto point system, 

with an executive dominated Ddil, and a weak, second chamber (Seanad), the role o f which is 

confined to amending and commenting on bills. The limited committee system in the Ddil 

constrains its capacity to scrutinize complex legislation in detail. Ireland’s parliament is 

therefore heavily dominated by the government. This executive power, Hardiman (2012:218) 

notes, gives Ireland the second highest score among fifteen countries on Dorling’s index o f 

executive dominance. Public administration is also highly centralised; in the case o f social 

security, legislation and management are the responsibility o f one department -  unmediated 

by a standing committee o f the Ddil or statutory advisory bodies. O f course, these attributes 

are counterbalanced by two other features that provide channels o f policy feedback; all 

Ministers are themselves elected Ddil members, and the electoral system provides strong 

incentives for all politicians to consult with and represent welfare groups with a local 

presence.

Quinn’s (2008) analysis o f the social policy sub-system notes the growth o f agencies and 

advisory bodies in social policy in the past two decades, including for example the Combat 

Poverty Agency as a policy advisor to Social Protection. Her empirical work among policy 

makers reveals that such agencies have limited influence and are seen as lobbyists by parent 

departments who also lack the capacity to absorb policy research and advice. Moreover, the



advisory agencies were outside the networks generated between the social partners. Social 

policy making, Quinn concludes (2008:129), still takes place “in a hierarchical system of 

government” .

As the schema indicates, the national partnership system was de facto  part o f the institutional 

context (specifically, from 1987 onwards). Briefly, the emergence o f “competitive 

corporatism” in the mid 1980s (Hardiman, 2000: 287; Roche, 2009) arose from the failure of 

the late 70s Keynesian boom, the domestic adoption o f external economic constraints, 

including a non-accommodating exchange rate regime, and the pursuit by trade unions o f an 

alternative to the monetarist programme then underway in the UK. In the present context, the 

relevance o f these national agreements is that they reflect, in general terms, broad agreement 

about the framework for economic policy and fiscal policy, as well as an acknowledgement o f 

equity and welfare considerations. In addition, they provided a forum for Trade Unions to 

raise issues about social security and social policy generally. Later, when the institutional 

arrangements o f partnership were extended to include representatives o f the voluntary sector 

and civil society, distinct categories o f welfare recipients were also represented (Larragy, 

2006).

Could this sequence o f six pacts influence social security? As the later chapters show, 

partnership is implicated (see Appendix Table A4 for a summary o f the agreements), but to 

clarify its potential role the following features o f these pacts should be noted. First, these 

social pacts are not deeply embedded in Ireland’s political economy -  for a variety o f well 

documented reasons, such as the fragmentation o f interest representation, and the absence of 

class-based parties. Second, the agreements did not displace ‘normal’ modes o f policy

making. Third, even though the wider version o f partnership institutions included welfare 

groups, there is no evidence that this fundamentally altered the distributional ambitions o f  the 

parties to the agreements; Fourth, the potential impact o f the trade union movement should be 

viewed in the context o f its weak policy capacity (Murphy, 2008); it lacked the capacity to 

formulate and mobilise on a broad social protection agenda. Equally, the supposedly 

“surprising” (O Riain. 2006:312) existence o f these agreements reveals an important aspect of 

Irish politics that has a bearing on social security; the persistent, fundamental tendency to 

avoid ideological confrontation and to search for consensus.

Finally, the policy system around social security is not inhabited by active policy or pressure 

groups. As Moran (2007) showed in his study o f Irish pension policy, there is no shortage of
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service based organisations, but equally no authoritative, representative group influencing 

pension policy. M urphy’s (2008) overview o f the social security policy community likewise 

notes the diffuse, fragmented nature o f welfare groups’ campaigning; arguably, the social 

partnership process and its inclusion o f the community and voluntary sector displaced any 

organised, independent critique and action on the social security front.

Conclusion

It is clearly difficult to deduce firm expectations about the likely extent and direction o f 

change in social security. On the one hand, the party system is unlikely to be a source o f 

ideational change; on the other, the low-to-moderate veto points would not pose institutional 

barriers to legislative change. However, the constitution is a classic veto point in the area o f 

child and family benefits. The absence o f strong pressure groups and the centralised 

legislative system imply that change is centrally controlled and that the Department o f Social 

Protection has a key role, albeit in a wider social partnership system.

Against this background, it is puzzling to note the very decisive assessments offered o f social 

security developments in the existing literature. Murphy and Kirby (2008:129) characterised 

Ireland as a ‘competition state’ and purported to show that social security has recorded trends 

wholly consistent with this characterisation; low welfare rates to promote incentives, 

resulting in “residualisation” and the reinvention o f welfare as “workfare” . Likewise, 

Hardiman (2012:87) refers to the “residual” manner o f redistribution, O ’Hearn (1998) and 

Kirby (2002) use aggregate spending as indicators o f general welfare state decline, and 

Taylor (2005:94) claims that “social rights as an attribution o f citizenship have been 

gradually eroded”. The analysis in this chapter cautions against general conclusions about 

social security developments in the absence o f reasoning about how such change might come 

about and o f detailed evidence o f change. Chapters four and five provide such evidence.
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Chapter Four

Social Security Expenditure and Benefits

Introduction

This chapter turns to an analysis of national expenditure data on social security, and trends in 

benefit levels. The rationale for an analysis of benefit levels is simple; it allows us to measure 

trends in recipients’ living standards. Is it appropriate, however, to use expenditure data, in 

view of Esping-Andersen’s (1990:21) warning that citizens did not mobilise for “spending 

per 5e”? This is the first argument for not using expenditure data; it does not capture the 

underlying concept of social rights. A second argument concerns the type of expenditure data 

that came into use and later became discredited; highly aggregated data such as social 

security expenditure/GDP, commonly referred to as a measure of ‘welfare effort’. Clearly 

measures such as this conflate a number of variables -  demographic, policy, economic, and 

so on. Third, WS analyses are concerned not only with the outcomes of policy change, but 

also with short-term and long-term processes and dynamics; these are not visible in 

expenditure analyses, because of the “long, complex, causal chains” that link policy change 

to expenditure outcomes (Siegel, 2007:55).

There is an ad hoc response to these arguments. Alternatives to expenditure measures are not 

without problems either. Non quantitative descriptions lack precision and require thick 

description that is not easily summarised. Indices of de-commodification or measures of 

generosity capture only some dimensions of social security. These are not compelling reasons 

for using expenditure data, and therefore the positive rationale for analysing specific, national 

data for Ireland should be noted.

The data analysed here are the annual expenditure figures for the cash payments disbursed by 

Ireland’s Department of Social Protection. These data refer to one functional area of policy - 

income maintenance; the data are, in Castle’s (2009:46) terms, “strictly comparable in terms 

of their purposes”. They are also salient in policy terms, as the expenditures involved are the 

administrative and political remit of one government department and cabinet minister, and 

the policies and benefits underpinning the expenditure are the subject of public and political 

debate and annual legislative action. As the data are compiled and published by one agency, 

this eliminates the role of intermediaries and quasi-state agencies in the compilation and 

recording of expenditure data, one o f the sources of data contamination identified in the
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comparative literature (De Deken and Kittel, 2007). Furthermore, the extent o f sub

aggregation available in these data allows us to construct and reconstruct meaningful 

categories o f expenditure that go beyond broad headings and identify analytically relevant 

sub-headings.

These practical reasons aside, two important considerations support the use o f expenditure 

data. In the present study expenditure is only one o f the lens though which we view the 

dependent variable. The interpretive analysis o f policy in the next chapter provides another, 

and allows us to link expenditure and policy. Finally, the specific analytical approach to 

expenditure allows us to identify and quantify the relative importance o f demographic 

change, policy choice, and benefit levels in driving changes in aggregate expenditure.

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The next section outlines the analytical 

framework for the expenditure analysis, and this is followed by a detailed, quantitative 

account o f expenditure trends.

Analytical Framework

Welfare state researchers routinely criticize the misuse o f highly aggregated data in the 

characterization o f change (Castles, 2002; Esping-Andersen, 1990). While this point has been 

made in relation to comparative analyses, it bears repetition in the context o f a single country 

analysis. Specifically, the ‘headline’ figure for the share o f social security or social 

expenditure in national income in Ireland has been invoked as evidence o f declining social 

provision (Kirby, 2002; O ’ Hearn, 1998). Empirically, these critiques refer to data o f the type 

summarized in Figure 4.1 below: social security expenditure declined from a peak o f 13% of 

GDP in 1983 and stood at 8% in 2007.
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The arguments about the role o f expenditure measures o f the underlying variable have 

already been rehearsed: the detailed analysis here takes expenditure on its own terms and 

examines the source o f the ‘decline’ recorded above.

By definition, changes in the expenditure/GDP variable are a function o f  three sets o f 

influences that are simply ignored in a crude ‘welfare effort’ measure. First, a demographic 

effect: simple demography will affect ‘dem and’ for payments; notably, expenditure on 

pensions will increase if  the number o f older persons increases, ceteris paribus. The 

demographic effect captures the impact o f wider social changes, such as changes in 

population or family structures. Second, an eligibility effect: changes in the entitlements to 

payments such as contribution rules, new benefits, and so on, will affect the number in any 

given demographic category that receive a payment; rules about pension entitlements, for 

example, will determine the number o f older persons in the population in receipt o f  a pension. 

Third, a transfer effect: the rate o f social security payments relative to GDP will affect the 

share o f social security in GDP, holding the eligibility and demographic effects constant. The 

purpose o f a more detailed analysis is to unravel the relative importance o f these different 

effects for different aspects o f social security and different sub-periods within the quarter 

century under review. A casual recall o f Ireland’s social, employment, demographic, and 

policy experience from 1981 to 2007 would suggest variation over time and across social 

security programmes in the influence o f the three effects on social security spending. The 

widely-cited decline in total spending/GDP masks these different and competing influences.
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The OECD’s accounting framework (OECD 1976) quantifies these effects and their inter

relationship by identifying the ratio Expenditure/GDP as the product o f three ratios as 

follows.

E/GDP = (I/N) X (B/I) X (N/GDP) x  (E/B)

Here E = social security expenditure, GDP = Gross Domestic Product, B = Number of 

Beneficiaries, I = the population base for the relevant expenditure programme, and N = total 

population. The transfer ratio is the product o f (E/B) and (N/GDP):

(E/B) X (N/GDP) = (E/B) -  (GDP/N)

The latter term is expenditure per beneficiary as a ratio o f GDP per capita. The demographic 

ratio is then I/N and the beneficiary ratio is B/I. In the analysis below this decomposition is 

applied to the separate schemes in Irish social security. A full decomposition analysis is given 

for most o f the expenditure programmes. Where a relevant expenditure item is less than 

€500m in 2007, it is insignificant in the context o f total expenditure, trivial in relation to 

GDP, and the resulting expenditure ratio and other ratios are not given. GDP, the 

conventional measure o f the economy in such exercises, diverges from GNP in Ireland’s case 

for well-documented reasons: in 2007, for example, GNP was 85% of GDP. This means that 

for any given year the expenditure and transfer ratios are lower on a GDP than a GNP basis. 

However, sensitivity analyses o f the expenditure and transfer ratios show that trends over 

time are not affected by the choice o f measure and throughout the GDP measure is used.

Before proceeding to apply this framework, a number o f cautionary points should be noted. 

Critically, the framework is an accounting framework rather than an analytical model that 

quantifies the separate effect o f independent variables; the effects are endogenous. For 

example, policy might respond to an increase in the numbers o f  recipients by altering benefit 

rates and therefore the transfer ratio; likewise, an increase in GDP per capita might influence 

policy choices affecting the eligibility ratio, and so on. While the framework implicitly 

separates ‘automatic’ influences (demography) from ‘policy’ influences (coverage o f 

schemes, benefit rates) it does not permit a proper distinction between them, as a variety o f 

factors -  not all o f them observed in the analysis -  influence the eligibility and transfer rafios. 

Notably, the transfer ratio reflects not only benefit expenditure but also the characteristics o f 

benefit recipients such as the number o f dependants or their age. These cautionary notes 

should not obscure the value o f this analysis. It brings some precision to descripfions o f
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change in social security; by calibrating the contributions of different components of 

expenditure change, it provides a basis for fuller analysis “of a more interpretive nature”, as 

Maguire (1984:77) - an early practitioner of this method - has argued. The analysis should 

therefore be read in conjunction with the institutional and policy analysis.

Empirical Analysis

This section records the results of the analysis, giving summary data for change over the 

period and for relevant sub-periods: detailed annual figures are given in Appendix tables A5 

-A  14. These appendix tables give the value of each component for each year and are derived 

from the raw data (not included) which comprises a spreadsheet for each social security 

programme: number of beneficiaries, nominal expenditure, demographic data, and so on. The 

tables immediately following show expenditure/GDP in 2007 as a ratio of the 1981 figure, 

i.e. the change in expenditure. For example, if this ratio is less than 1 the share of expenditure 

in GDP has fallen. The columns in the tables then decompose this change into the 

demographic, eligibility and transfer components, for the period as a whole and for the sub

periods.

Old Age Pensions

The full results of the decomposition analysis are given in Table A5, while Table 4. 1 below 

summarizes the analysis of changes in expenditure. Changes in the expenditure share, (based 

on total expenditure on the Contributory, Non-contributory and Transition Pensions plus the 

Pre-Retirement Allowance) for different years are given in the first column, and the 

proportionate changes in the ratios are then decomposed into the demographic, eligibility and 

transfer components. Column (1) shows the share of pensions (E/GDP) in 2007 as a ratio of 

the share in 1981; the figure of 0.6783 for 2007 shows that the expenditure share in 2007 was 

67% of the 1981 figure. In the component columns it is clear the transfer component is 

significantly more important: in 2007 this ratio is 56% of the corresponding figure for 2001, 

indicating that average pension expenditure grew significantly less than real GDP per capita 

over the period as a whole. The deflator decomposition applies the GDP deflator to per capita 

GDP, and the national income consumption deflator to pension payments. As columns 4-6 

show, both relative prices and real average benefit declines are equally implicated in the 

lower transfer ratio. In contrast, the demographic component is trivial, reflecting the largely 

unchanged share of the elderly in total population at the end of the period. The eligibility 

ratio was 21% higher in 2007 than in 1981.



A comparison o f the sub-periods highlights a distinct pattern: the transfer ratio declined 

sharply and continuously from about the mid 1980s and then reversed around 2000; the 2007 

transfer ratio was 6.5% higher in 2007 than 2001. The underlying trend in the data is the 

marked contrast between the beginning and the end o f the series. Details aside, the 

expenditure share was falling from the early eighties through to the end o f  1990s, reflecting 

static demographic and eligibility components and a falling transfer component; in contrast, 

the end o f the time period records an expenditure ratio 21% higher than six years previously, 

driven by a marked escalation in both eligibility and transfer components.

Table 4.1: Decomposition o f Change in Expenditure on Old Age Pensions

Years

(1)

Expenditure
Share

(2)

Demographic

(3)

Eligibility

(4)

Transfer

O f Which 

(5) (6) 

Relative Real 

Prices Benefits.

2007/1981 0.6783 1.0121 1.2056 0.5559 0.7434 0.7478

1986/1981 1.0526 1.0131 0.9931 1.0462

1991/1986 0.8816 1.0526 1.0093 0.8299

1996/1991 0.7685 0.9989 0.9855 0.7807

2001/1996 0.7906 0.9787 1.0489 0.7701

2007/2001 1.2030 0.9708 1.1637 1.0648

Notes: Column 1= Cols 2*3*4; Col. 5 = Ratio o f  National Income Private Consumption deflator to GDP 
deflator; Col. 4 = Col. 5*Col 6.

Child Benefit
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This universal programme is the second largest after old age pensions. As Table 4.2 shows, 

the results here differ markedly from those for pensions. The expenditure share was 47 % 

greater at the end o f the period, and the change in the transfer ratio imparted a very large 

influence, with an increased eligibility ratio and a largely static demographic ratio.

The eligible population is the total population aged 0-19 and the beneficiary numbers are the 

total number o f child dependants in respect o f whom a payment was being made. Given the 

universal nature o f the benefit there was little scope for eligibility to exert an influence. 

However, a rise in dependency due to increased educational participation pushed the 

eligibility ratio close to 1 by 2007. The 2007 transfer ratio was almost double the figure for 

1981. The 1986-91 time period was the only one to record a decline in the transfer ratio. In 

fact, if the annual data in the Appendix table are consulted, it can be seen that from 2000 to 

2007 the transfer ratio increased by 47%. These contrasts between pensions and Child Benefit 

show how highly aggregate data can conceal significant variations, and how overarching 

descriptions such as ‘retrenchment’ may be problematic.

Table 4. 2: Decomposition of Change in Expenditure on Child Benefit

Year Expenditure Demography Eligibility Transfer Of which: 

Relative Real 

Prices Benefits

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

2007/1981 1.4682 0.6776 1.1616 1.8655 0.7434 2.5094

1986/1981 1.2315 0.9624 1.0621 1.2048

1991/1986 0.7376 0.9448 0.9910 0.7878

1996/1991 1.1163 0.9138 1.0282 1.1881

2001/1996 1.0158 0.9024 0.9990 1.1268

2007/2001 1.4253 0.9036 1.0745 1.4680

Notes: Col. 1= Cols. 2*3*4; Col. 5 = Ratio of National Income Private Consumption deflator to  GDP deflator; 

C o l.4 -C o ls . 5*6
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Sickness Benefits

Table 4.3 below provides the summary data for sickness payments; these refer only to cash 

payments in respect o f sickness absence from work and include Disability Benefit, Invalidity 

Pension and the cash payment component o f work injury absence. Occupational Injuries. The 

disablement pension element o f the Occupational Injuries Benefit is excluded and combined 

instead with the long-term disability data below. An important element in these calculations 

is the impact o f the evolving social insurance system on eligibility and beneficiary numbers. 

Following M aguire’s (1984; 82) methodology, the eligibility ratio (B/I) has been further 

decomposed into the ratio o f the insured labour force to the total labour force (S/I) and the 

ratio o f beneficiaries to the insured population (B/S), as (B/I) = (S/I)* (B/S). Changes over 

time in the ratios at the early time period in Table 3 (and the corresponding appendix table) 

are benchmarked to 1983; this adjustment reflects the use o f a consistent ILO measure o f 

labour force size available only from 1983.

Taken together, the details in Appendix table A7 and summary calculations in Table 4.3 

reveal a number o f trends. First, the overall expenditure share in 2007 is only 48% o f its 

counterpart in the early 1980s. Second, the transfer ratio - as in the case o f pensions- is 

strongly implicated in the expenditure decline, falling to 43% o f the figure for the early 

1980s. Moreover, the transfer ratio follows a now-familiar trend; a peak in the early nineteen- 

eighties followed by persistent decline and then some resurgence in the years after 2000 

Third, the growth in the labour force as a share o f the population, reflected here in the 

demographic ratio (I/N), exerted an almost continuous upward influence on the expenditure 

ratio. Fourth, the eligibility ratio figure in 2007 was 83% o f the 1983 figure, but this outcome 

combines two countervailing trends. On the one hand, the social insurance coverage for this 

contingency grew by 51% over the period as a whole; this measures the size o f the 

prospective beneficiary population. The beneficiary ratio, on the other hand, moved in a 

downward direction, with the 2007 ratio descending to 55% of the 1983 figure; this might 

measure policy factors such as stricter eligibility requirements or underlying changes in the 

levels o f workforce morbidity. Figure 4.2 shows these sharply contrasting trends affecting 

eligibility and Figure 4.3 records the demographic ratio.
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Table 4.3: Decomposition of Change in Expenditure on Sickness (Absence from Work) 

Payments

Y ear 1 2 3 Of which: 6 Of which

E x p e n d i tu re D e m o g ra p h ic Eligibility 4 5 T r a n s fe r 00

I n s u r a n c e  B enefic ia ry
Rela t ive  Real

Prices B en ef i ts

2007/1983 0.4754 1.3328 0.8273 1.5061 0,5493 0.4311 0,74345 0.5799

1986/83 1.0696 0.9865 1.1598 1.0043 1,1548 0.9349

1991/86 0,6722 1.0299 0.7984 0.9774 0.8186 0,8171

1996/91 0.7175 1.0822 0.8919 1.2965 0,6879 0,7434

2001/1996 0.7483 1.1048 1.0115 1,1190 0.9039 0,6696

2007/01 1.2316 1.0972 0.9905 1,0577 0.9365 1,1332

Notes: Col. 1 = Cols.2* 3*6; Col. 3 = Cols 4* 5; Col 6 =Cols.7*8. Col. 7 = Ratio o f National Income Private 

Consumption deflator to GDP deflator.
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Figure 4.3 Sickness Payments; 
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Widows Pensions

Table 4.4: Decomposition of Change in Expenditure Share, W idows’ pensions

Year 1.

E x p e n d i tu re

2.

D e m o g r a p h ic

3.

Eligibility

4.

T r a n s f e r

O f w h i c h :

5. Relat ive 6. Real 

Pr ices  B ene f i t s

2007/1981 0.6116 0.8449 1.2705 0.5698 0.74345 0.7664

1986/81 1.1469 1.0088 1.1152 1.0194

1991/86 0.9523 1.0117 1.0502 0.8963

1996/91 0.7875 0.9552 1.1405 0.7229

2001/1996 0.7348 0.9530 1.0141 0.7603

2007/01 0.9678 0.9095 0.9379 1.1346

Notes: Col. 1 = Cols.2*3*4; Col 4  =Cols.5*6. Col. 5 = Ratio o f  National Income Private Consumption deflator 

to GDP deflator

Table 4.4 gives the calculations in respect o f widows. It should be noted that these 

expenditures refer only to widows, and exclude those to one parent families in receipt o f the 

One Parent Family Payment, and the Deserted W ife’s Benefit. In this case, the expenditure 

share fell to 61% of its initial level over the whole time period, with the three components 

having contrasting influences. The demographic ratio increased at first and then declined. In
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contrast, the eligibility ratio continued on an upward trajectory through to 2005, while the 

transfer ratio followed the pattern recorded for old age pensions and sickness; a decline 

through to about 2000 from a peak in the first half o f the nineteen-eighties, followed by an 

increase to the end o f the period.

Unemployment

Details o f the unemployment results are given in Figures 4.4 and 4.5 and Table 4.5. As with 

the data on sickness benefits, the ILO labour force series is available only from 1983 and this 

year benchmarks the beginning o f the series here. The demographic ratio, I/N is decomposed 

into two influences that have contrasting effects; a participation rate (L/N) and an 

unemployment rate (I/L), where L= the labour force, N= total population, I = numbers 

unemployed, and I/N = (I/L)*(L/N)

Figure 4 .4  U n e m p l o y m e n t  D emog raph ic  Rat ios
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Year

As Figure 4.4 shows, these two factors had contrasting influences. The participation rate rose 

continuously over the period while the unemployment rate rose sharply during the nineteen- 

eighties and again during the early 1990s, and thereafter fell through to the end o f  the period.
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Figure 4.5: lTnemploym«it:Eligibility and Transfer 
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Table 4.5: Decomposition of Change in Expenditure on Unemployment Payments, 1983- 

2007.

Y ear 1

Expenditure

2

Demographic

O f which:

3. 4. 

Participation Unemployment

5

Eligibility

6.

Transfer

O f which 

7. 8. 

Relative Real 

Prices Benefits

2007/1983 0.2486 0.4382 1.3328 0.3288 1.3030 0.4354 0.7345 0.5928

1986/1983 1.0640 1.2343 0.9865 1.2513 0.9193 0.9376

1991/1986 0.9272 0.8840 1.0299 0.8583 1.1902 0.8812

1996/1991 0.7370 0.8768 1.0822 0.8102 1.2412 0.6772

2001/1996 0.2817 0.3423 1.1048 0.3103 1.3111 0.6269

2007/2001 1.2137 1.3361 1.0972 1.2177 0.7318 1.2413

Notes: Col. I = Cols.2* 5*6; Col. 2 = Cols 3* 4; Col 6 = C ols.7*8. Col. 7 = Ratio o f  National Income Private 

Consumption deflator to GDP deflator.

Figure 4.5 shows the eligibility and transfer ratios. The trend in relation to transfers is 

familiar; decline through to about 2000 followed by an increase. However, the eligibility ratio 

for most o f the period imparted an upward effect on the expenditure ratio. Over the period as
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a whole, the demographic and transfer ratios exerted a significant downward influence on the 

expenditure ratio, and the eligibility ratio had the opposite effect.

New Risks

The results so far refer to the core social security programmes, comprising 87% o f aggregate 

expenditure in 1981, and 65% in 2007. This section therefore completes the analysis by 

including details for the remaining programmes, for two reasons. First, their exclusion would 

leave the expenditure analysis incomplete and second, the decline in the share o f core 

programmes in total spending may suggest a shift towards coverage o f ‘new risks’ that 

warrants some analysis. Bonoli (2006:5) defines new social risks as welfare losses that arise 

“as a result o f the socio-economic transformations that have taken place over the past three or 

four decades and are generally subsumed under the heading o f  post-industrialisation”. As 

Bonoli then outlines, deindustrialization and the rise o f service-based employment, 

accompanied by the entry o f women into the labour market have destabilized family and 

employment structures. Welfare states now confront new challenges in relation to the growth 

o f lone-parenthood, the reconciliation o f work and family life, caring for the elderly and 

disabled population and supporting insecure employment. The analysis below explores the 

detailed programme data to quantify whether this change in social protection has, in fact, 

occurred.

As the new risk analyses indicate, one potential source o f  expenditure change in the modern 

welfare state arises from the growth o f lone-parenthood, and studies o f family change in 

Ireland suggest that this pattern has had a marked effect in Ireland (McCashin, 1993; 

McCashin, 2004). Although consistent, conceptually appropriate data are not available over 

the time span o f this study, it is well documented that demographic inflows to lone 

parenthood from marital separation and non-marital births have increased significantly in the 

last two decades’ . Fahey and Field (2008), for example, estimate that lone parent families’ 

share o f the total family population rose from 7.2% in 1981 to 21.3% in 2006. In relation to 

beneficiary and expenditure data, the programme statistics allow us to identify lone parent 

recipients o f the main benefit, One Parent Family Payment, and the ancillary payments 

(introduced in the early 1970s) Deserted W ife’s Benefit and Allowance. It is the aggregate o f

' Published data on lone parenthood needs to be treated with caution, because o f  differences in definition and 
measurement across various data sources. For exam ple, the censuses prior to 2006 significantly undercounted 
lone parent fam ilies because o f  the method o f  identifying fam ily units in the census instrument (M cCashin, 
1993). The 2006 census altered the way in w hich fam ily units were identified and this gave rise to an 
overestimate o f  the change in the numbers o f  lone parent fam ilies betw een the 20 0 6  and 2002 censuses.
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these sub-programmes, comprising 7% of social security expenditure, which underpins the 

analysis below.

To minimize inconsistencies, the data use figures for the total number o f families and lone 

parent families from 1989. These data are from the Labour Force Survey and its successor, 

the Quarterly National Household Survey; both are large, representative annual interview 

surveys that elicit detailed demographic and employment data at household level. The annual 

survey report includes a basic table enumerating families and persons in different family 

types, and these tables allow a consistent annual count o f the number o f adults who are lone 

parents. In this exercise the count omits those lone parents all o f whose children are aged 15 

or over, as these parents are predominantly widows. However, this may result in an 

understatement o f the demographic category from which beneficiaries are drawn, as the 

provisions in Ireland allow lone parents to retain beneficiary status until their children are 

aged 19.

Here N refers to the population, I the number o f lone parent families with children aged 

under-15, and B is the number o f lone parents in receipt o f one o f the three payments noted 

above. Table 4.6 summarises the results.

Table 4.6: Decomposition o f Change in Expenditure on Lone Parents

Year 1

Expenditure

2.

D em ograph ic

3.

Eligibility

4.

Transfer

O f  W hich:

5. R elative 6 Real 

Prices Benefits

2007/1989 1.3034 2.2688 1.0789 0.5325 0.74345 0.7162

1996/'91 1.1434 1.2401 1.2458 0.7402

2001/1996 0.8370 1.6066 0.7910 0.6586

2007/'01 1.0447 1.0916 0.8502 1.1257

Notes:  Col. 1 = Cols.2 * 3 * 4 ;  Col 4  =Cols .5*5. Col. 5 = Ratio o f  National In co m e  Private C on su m p tion  deflator to  

GDP deflator

The striking feature o f these summary data is the role o f social change. Over the period 

studied here the absolute number o f adult lone parents grew almost three-fold and their 

(admittedly small) share o f the total population more than doubled. As Table AlO shows, the
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expenditure figure in 2007 was 1.3 times the figure for 1989, and the change in the 

demographic ratio exerted the strongest influence. Initially, in the early 1990s with 

restructuring o f the payments, the eligibility ratio increased, but then declined; this may 

reflect greater work participation among lone parents. The transfer ratio for 2007 figure was 

53% of the figure for 1989; as with other programmes, this ratio rose in the latter years of the 

series after a period of decline.

Figure 4.6 Lone Parent Ratios.
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The second ‘new risk’ refers to long-term disability, the social costs of which manifest 

themselves in distinct, but related expenditures.One such programme is the income support 

system for carers of frail and dependent relatives (the Carer’s Allowance and Carer’s 

Benefit); another is the long-term allowance paid to those permanently unable to work; 

disablement pensions are paid by way o f compensation to those with work-related, long-term 

injuries and disabilities, and finally, blind pensions are paid as a separate payment. These 

programmes are distinct from the core sickness absence from work expenditures and 

comprise 9% of total social security spending in 2007.^

In the analysis, some departures from the usual methods o f computation are necessary. N, as 

usual, is total population, but I is an indicator of the impact of long-term disability, as direct 

measures of the numbers of disabled and their status and of carers are available only from 

2002. The indicator is derived by adding the number of those whose principal economic

 ̂ The data do not allow  an exact distinction between the absence from work and disability categories. Payments 
to carers and the disablem ent pensions are identified separately, but the D isability A llow ance beneficiaries 
include som e em ployees absent from work when ill, but w hose social insurance profile does not entitle them to 
receive the insurance based Disability Benefit or Invalidity Pension. This leads to an over statement o f  the 
numbers in this long-term disability sub-category.
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status is recorded as ‘permanently sick and unable to work’ in the censuses and estimating the 

figure for the inter-censal years. Then the numbers aged over 80 in the population are added 

to the latter figure, giving an indicator o f the extent o f the need for disability and caring- 

related payments. This method allows the construction o f a time series for the period as a 

whole. Expenditure data are available for these programmes, with the exception o f the Blind 

Pensions expenditure from 1981-1998 for which estimates were made. The net effect o f these 

estimation procedures is to generate a series for 1981-2007 measuring the extent o f disability- 

related need on the one hand and their associated income maintenance expenditures, on the 

other.

The underlying data show that the measure o f disabilty needs rose; those aged over 80 and 

persons unable to work because o f disability more than doubled in number. Equally, the total 

number o f recipients o f all relevant payments (to carers, blind pensioners, long-term disabled 

etc) multipled four-fold. These basic trends combined to double the expenditure i.e 

expenditure on the benefits as a share o f GDP. Table A 11 in the Appendix records the annual 

data, and Figure 7 and Table 4. 7 summarise the results.

Table 4.7; Decomposition of Change in Expenditure on Disability-Related Needs

Year 1,

Expenditure

ratio

2.

D em ographic

3,

Eligibility

4

T ransfer

O fW h ich :

5. R elative 6 Real 

Prices B enefits

2007/1981 2.1180 1.4239 2.4389 0.6099 0.74345 0.8203

1986/’81 1.0740 0.9940 1.1080 0.9752

1991/’86 1.0152 1.0682 1.1205 0.8483

1996/’91 1.1174 1.0348 1.3051 0.8274

2001/’96 1.0859 1.2168 1.2225 0.7300

2007/’01 1.6009 1.0651 1.2313 1.2207

Notes: Col. 1 =  C ols.2*3*4; Col 4 =C ols.5*6. Col. 5 = Ratio o f  National Incom e Private Consumption deflator 

to GDP deflator.

Table 4.7 shows that the 2007 expendiure figure was 2.1 times the 1981 figure, and the 

eligibility ratio was by far the most important component o f change, with this ratio in 2007 a
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multiple o f 2.5 o f the corresponding ratio for 1981. Eligibility rose continuously throughout 

the quarter century. The demographic ratio also grew significantly. In contrast, the transfer 

ratio mirrors the trend recorded elsewhere, with a continuing decline in evidence from the 

early/mid eighties to the turn o f the century, followed by a marked increase from 2000 to 

2007.

Finally in relation to ‘new risks’, the analysis deals briefly with maternity benefits for 

employed women and employment supports. As the expenditures here fall below the 

threshold, the ratios are not computed. Maternity benefit grew cumulatively from the early 

1980s - from a base o f (effectively) zero- and in particular grew very rapidly in the last 

decade, as Appendix data shows. Recipient numbers in 2007 were more than three times the 

figure for 2000. However, as a recently initiated programme it still accounts for less than 2% 

o f overall spending. The employment supports consist o f the means-tested payment to low- 

paid employees with children (Family Income Supplement) and expenditures on a range o f 

training, re-employment and similar programmes, for quite disparate sub-groups in the labour 

market. Table A9 gives the limited data, showing the modest scale o f the programmes; 

expenditure grew from a base o f effecively zero in the early nineteen-nineties to €m363 in 

2007, 2.3% o f total social welfare outlays.

Figure 4. 7: Disability Ratios
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The Irish social security system has retained a national, statutory system o f last-resort social 

assistance (Supplementary Welfare Allowance) for those with exceptional needs or falling 

outside o f the main contingencies. Other liberal regimes such as the USA and UK have made 

such schemes heavily conditional, while some European countries have always adhered to 

local, discretionary assistance derived from the Poor Law. In 2007, this last-resort scheme in 

Ireland accounted for 4.4% of social security spending and was considerably more important 

than employment supports, for example. This pattern is likley to reflect countervailing trends; 

on the one hand, general policy development might reduce the role o f such a scheme, and 

likewise the period o f full employment and rising incomes should have reinforced this trend. 

On the other hand, the role o f SWA in meeting the exceptional needs o f lone parents and the 

long-term unemployed, and the new role it acquired in the 1990s o f meeting the housing 

costs o f welfare recipients would have extended its role. The data in Figure 4.8 and Table 4.8 

below, record the results, which - because o f data limitations- use 1989 as a starting-point.
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Figure 4. 8: Supplementary Welfare, 1989-20070.4
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The exercise adapted the decomposition methodology to the specific role o f this SWA 

programme. In this case, N is total population, and I is the ‘welfare population’, i.e the sub

set o f the population in receipt o f a primary social security benefit who are prospective 

recipients o f SWA payments for exceptional needs, housing costs, and so on^. The proxy for 

this population is the total number o f lone parent, unemployed, and disability-related 

recipients o f social security benefits. B is the number o f SWA recipients and E, expenditure. 

The overall pattern is one o f growth: the expendiure figure for 2007 is 2.6 that for 1989, with 

eligibility growth exerting a pronounced expansionary impact. Unlike other programmes.

 ̂ The SW A schem e also allow s payment o f  SW A as a regular, primary benefit under certain circumstances.
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SWA records a sharp fall in the transfer figure in the early 1990s, although this was 

temporary. Here too the transfer figure shows a continual growth after 2000 or so.

Table 4.8; Decomposition of Change in Expenditure on Supplementary Welfare, 1989- 

2007

Year 1

Expenditure

ratio

2.

D em ographic

3.

Eligibility

4.

Transfer

O f  W hich:

5, R elative 6 Real Relative 

Prices Benefits

2007/1989 2.5911 1.0367 3.8980 0.6411 0.74345 0.862442

1996/1991 1.4152 1.1824 1.8791 0.6369

2001/1996 1.0522 0.7437 1.7260 0.8196

2007/2001 1.1565 1.0609 0.9526 1.1442

N otes: Col. I = C ols.2*3 *4; Col 4 =C ols.5*6. Col. 5 = Ratio o f  National Incom e Private Consumption deflator 

to GDP deflator.

To complete the analyis, the data on ‘Free Schemes’ so-called are considered. Ireland’s social 

security system is exceptional in conferring benefits-in-kind on some recipients. These 

benefits include free telephone rental, subidised energy, free public transport, among others. 

Originally provided on a small scale, this suite o f benefits has grown and now comprises 

3.5% o f spending. The majority o f the beneficiaries are the elderly and widows. Their 

inclusion in this exercise raises a dilemma. These are not conventional benefits that confer 

income and arguably should not be treated as income, as they are really earmarked 

consumption. However, their exclusion would understate the size o f the system as a whole 

and in particular the welfare distributed to the elderly and widows though the combination 

cash and benefits-in-kind. Ideally, we should add the expenditure on the benefits-in- kind to 

the cash benefits for various recipient categories giving ‘adjusted’ expenditure and transfer 

ratios. The data required to calculate the eligibility ratio are not available, however, and the 

analysis is therefore confined to the data in Table A 14. These figures show the annual trend 

in the size o f the pool o f proseptive recipients- broadly, those in receipt o f long-term pensions 

and allowances many o f whom are recipients - and expenditure. Nominal expenditure and 

prospective recipient numbers grew annually by 11% and 2% respectively, on average.

Expenditure
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As the earlier chapter argued, following recent critiques o f studies o f welfare state change, 

highly aggregated data are not conceptually acceptable as indicators o f underlying social 

rights or as measures o f welfare state change. Equally, it was argued that suitably 

disaggregated data may offer one useful source o f information on welfare state change. The 

analysis o f the detailed, decomposed data above illustrated how national programme level 

figues can be harnassed to discern broad patterns o f change and to generate preliminary 

questions that require further, interpretive analysis.

Turning to the findings, M aguire’s (1984) analagous study o f 1951-1979 offers a historical 

context for the present exercise. The former analysis was less comprehensive and used 

somewhat different catagorisations and data sources; its results cannot, therefore, be placed 

juxtaposed with the present data. Nevertheless, the contrasts between her earlier period and 

the present findings are worth noting. The two exercises, viewed jointly, confirm that the 

period prior to 1981 was essentially expansionist, with the expenditure ratio for the four 

programmes she examined (pensions, child benefit, sickness cash payments and 

unemployment payments) all significantly greater in 1979 than 1951. Moreover, in three of 

these four cases the transfer ratio grew significantly- the child benefit transfer ratio recorded a 

decline, however. The trends in the transfer ratios after 1981 are evidence not only o f 

Ireland’s experience o f o f a degree o f retrenchment, already observed in earlier analyses. 

Korpi (2003) used stylised replacement ratio calculations for three social security 

programmes in OECD countries and observed welfare state regress in Ireland in the 1980s. 

Castles’ (2009) analysis o f social expenditure aggregates for 1984 and 1997 also provides 

evidence o f  welfare state ‘downsizing’, in his terminology.

But to what extent could the notion o f ‘retrenchment’ apply as an overarching description for 

the longer time period 1981 -2007, and what questions arise for a more interpretive analysis o f 

change? To consider these questions, Table 4.9 below summarises the changes in the ratios 

for 2007/1981, and characterises the change as either retrenchment, expansion or extension. 

These are simply summary descriptors o f the resuhs o f the calculations and should be viewed 

in the light o f the more interpretive analyses o f law and policy in chapter five. The 

descriptors refer to the combinations o f the eligibility and transfer ratios; these reflect largely 

direct policy factors. Where they are both above one the change is labelled ‘expansion’; 

conversely, ‘retrenchment’ if both are below one; if eligibility is above one, and transfer less 

than one it is labelled ‘extension’.
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Table 4,9: Summary of Components of Change, 2007/1980s

Benefit Ratios Type of

Expenditure Demography Eligibility’ Transfer change

Old age pensions 0.6783 1.0121 1.2056 0.5559 Extension

Ciiild Benefit 1.4682 0.6776 1.1616 1.8655 Expansion

W idows’ pensions 0. 6I I 6 0.8449 1.2705 0.5698 Extension

Unemployment 0.2486 0.4382 1.3030 0.4354 Extension

Sickness absence 0.4754 1.3328 0.8273 0.4311 Retrenchm ent

Lone parents 1.3034 2.2688 1.0789 0.5325 Extension

Disability 2.1180 1.4239 2.4389 0.6099 Extension

Supplementary

Welfare

2.5911 1.0367 3.8981 0.6412 Extension

N otes: Expenditure = Dem ograp iy*E ligib ility*T ransfer;T ransfer refers to the nom inal ratio

unadjusted for relative prices

A striking contrast in the data is the higher expenditure ratio for Child Benefit, and the 

susbstantial escalation in the transfer ratio from 1981-2007. This is an instance o f social 

security expansion. There was a substantially higher expenditure ratio in 2007; here the 

combined impacts o f enhanced eligibility and an exceptional growth in the transfer ratio 

supreceeded the fall in the demographic ratio. Child Benefit not only retained its universal 

status but grew in nominal and real terms and is now the largest single programme 

(proportionately) in social security. Standard accounts o f Ireland’s social protection system 

describe it in terms o f ‘basic security’(Korpi, 1998) and note its reliance on means-testing if 

these accounts are broadly correct, the data here suggests that quite different policy dynamics 

affect Child Benefit.

The evidence is that broadly eligibilty has grown; to be precise, the number o f beneficiaries 

for any given demographic base grew, sickness absence excepted. It might be said that in 

these cases social security widened; hence the description o f change as ‘extension’. An 

important aspect o f this overall trend is that it applies with equal force to unemployment; the
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raw data on unemployment rates and beneficiary numbers (not given here) showed that 

recipient numbers relative to measured unemployment grew and that ‘eligibility’ was 100%. 

In the context o f welfare restructuring accounts (Clasen and Clegg, 2012) that record greater 

conditionality in access to unemployment benefits and a greater emphasis on activation, this 

finding suggests that Ireland’s experience may not have mirrored that o f its international 

counterparts.

The sickness absence case is described as ‘retrenchment’. Here, in spite o f a significant 

growth in the demographic ratio (arising from a growth in the labour force and expanding 

social insurance coverage) both the eligibility and transfer ratios fell. This is suggestive o f a 

consistency in policy  that does not apply to other programmes recording a lower expenditure 

ratio. In the case o f unemployment, for example, that expenditure ratio declined because o f 

the broadly equal impact o f the transfer ratio and the demographic ratio, with the latter 

reflecting the sharp fall in unemployment from the early 1990s through to 2007.

The data on lone parents and disability show the impact o f new risks on social security. In 

both cases the demographic ratios -  indicators o f underlying social trends -  imparted a strong 

upward momentum to expenditure, and increased eligiblity ratios compounded this trend. 

These data are indicative o f new programmes being introduced - or original ones reformed.

The pattern o f lower transfer ratios requires interpretation: the transfer ratios are not benefit 

levels and are not intended to reflect actual beneficiaries’ incomes or living standards. They 

are an arithmetical outcome o f total expenditures, beneficiaries, GDP and population. The 

transfer ratios show that average expenditure per recipient grew less than GDP per capita - 

which, o f course, grew very significantly over the period. In the case o f pensions, for 

instance, the ratio in 2007 was 56% o f that for 1981. This trend persists -  although it is less 

pronounced -  when the impact o f relative prices is taken into account. As the final columns is 

the relevant tables show, the transfer ratio can be adjusted to a ‘real benefit’ ratio by 

incorporating trends in the relevant price deflators. Adjusted in this way, the transfer ratio o f 

.5559 for pensions implies a real benefit ratio o f .7478 -  higher than the transfer ratio. 

Across all benefit categories the adjustment results in real benefit ratios higher that the 

unadjusted transfer ratio. This incorporation o f  relative price movements over time does not 

alter the underlying trends. An important consideration in evaluating the data is that that the 

ratios fell in the context o f a rapid and comparatively exceptional growth in GDP over the 

period as a whole. The immediate implication o f these findings is that the expenditure data
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needs to be considered in the Hght o f appropriate indicators o f incomes in the economy and 

trends in actual benefit levels. Accordingly, the analysis now turns to the evolution o f benefit 

levels.

Benefits

This section analyses trends over time in benefit levels -  as stipulated in the annual social 

security legislation. The expenditure analysis contained a measure o f benefits: the transfer 

ratio. However, this measure conflates four different figures and does not directly reflect the 

incomes o f benefit recipients. This provides the first rationale for analysing benefits per se; 

one important measure o f WS change is the evolution o f benefits. A second, equally 

important rationale concerns politics. Benefits - their absolute amounts and changes to them - 

are visible and politically salient, and as the earlier sections showed, they are the subject of 

quite complex, indeed opaque, discourses.

One criterion for assessing WS change is the real value o f benefits; if this figure declines, it 

means that social security benefits confer lower absolute incomes and living standards. The 

summary data in Table 4.10 and the accompanying figures summarise the key trends. Over 

the time period as a whole the real value o f benefits and allowances rose. Strikingly, the 

assistance allowances rose to a far greater extent. The index values for the insurance and 

assistance pensions in 2007 were 186 and 207 respectively, and the corresponding values for 

unemployment payments were 206 and 247. Child benefit accrued substantially higher 

increases. In Table 4.10 the CB figure refers to a three-child case, the index for which stood 

at 583 in 2007; for a one-child case the index was 723.

These beginning-end values mask an important trend -  evidence o f retrenchment in the 

1980s, followed by real increase in the 1990s and beyond. Across all categories o f payment 

(Figures 4.9(a)-(d)), the pattern shows a sharp rise in 1982, followed by a fall, and 

approximately constant real values till the end o f the decade. On closer inspection this pattern 

arose from the exercise o f Piersonian ‘blame avoidance’ politics. In the case o f CB, for 

example, the relevant budget documents for these years shows that nominal benefits rose, but 

that the administrative implementation o f the announced increases was deferred in three 

successive years (1983-6). Heretofore, increases were implemented in April, and by 1986 the 

increases were being applied in September. From 1981 to 1986 the average inflation rate per 

annum was 9.1% and the delayed increases at a time o f high inflation cumulatively eroded
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the real value o f Child Benefit. For other benefits, there was a pattern o f continuing nominal 

increases, but at a level insufficient to offset inflation.

Table 4.10 Index of Real Value of Selected Benefits and Allowances 1981 and 2007 

(1981=100)

Benefit/Allowance In d ex (2007)

Contributory pension 185.5

Non-contributory pension 206.7

Unemployment and Disability Benefit 205.6

Unemployment assistance 247.4

One parent family 167.2

Child benefit (3 children) 583.1
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These data should be placed in the context o f incomes in the economy at large; accordingly. 

Table 4.11 and accompanying figures below record trends in benefits relative to net earnings- 

Replacement Rates (RRs). The following points should be noted about the RR data. They 

comprise a long-term series constructed by the Economic and Social Research Institute for 

Ireland with data for the last two years added by the author (Callan, 2006). This series 

incorporates calculations for a variety o f hypothetical cases. This is especially critical in the 

Irish case as RRs vary across family types (at any given earnings level) because o f the child 

and adult dependant additions to the benefits and allowances; an analysis o f RR trends for 

Ireland based on one supposedly representative illustration would be wholly unrepresentative. 

The RR is defined as: weekly income from benefits plus Child Benefit /net earnings plus 

Child Benefit. In addition, where Family Income Supplement is payable to an employee with 

children this too is incorporated in the calculations; it will be recalled that this payment was 

first introduced in 1984 and that it affects the RR calculations. The calculations do not 

include Rent Allowance; these are discretionary and apply to only a minority o f working age 

adults.

For Ireland, as for welfare states in general, there is considerable scope for discussion about 

the definition and measurement o f RRs, and there is widespread recognition that calculated 

RRs are sensitive to the definitions o f the numerator and denominator. In particular, in the 

case o f Ireland, the exclusion o f the value o f  means-tested health care entitlements and of 

implicit and explicit rent subsidies means that the ‘welfare package’ o f the unemployed may
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not be fully represented. In the present context, however, the data recorded below are 

approriate, as they reflect changes over time in benefits in the context o f evolving incomes.

Table 4.11: Replacement Rates, Unemployment and Disability Benefit: Selected Cases 

and Years

Case

Year Change 1981 

to 2007
1981 1991 2001 2007

Single man 26.5 29.0 26.1 33.8 + 7.3

Single woman 40.9 41.8 35.3 43.5 +2.6

Couple 39.7 41.5 39.5 48.4 +8.7

Couple, 2 

children

52.7 55.1 51.2 64.5 +11.8

Couple, 4 

children

62.6 68.1 62.0 67.6 +5.0

Unemployment

Assistance

22.0 27.2 25.6 33.8 +11.8

Source: Callan (2006), Appendix 3.1 and author's calculations; single w om an case based on females' earnings.

Table 4.11 confirms the differential RRs faced by beneficiaries in different family contexts. 

In all years, RRs for the 4 child case are double (or more than double) that o f the single man. 

The data offer little comfort to those who might want to invoke RR trends as evidence o f 

retrenchment; for all o f the cases the RR is markedly higher in 2007 than in 1981. There are 

three sub-periods; in the 1980s, RRs rose -  significantly so in the 4-child case; in the 1990s 

they fell, and post-2000 they increased sharply.
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Figures 4.10 (a) -  (c) show the complete series for all the cases. These figures invite caution 

in the interpretation o f trends. Even the distinction between the chronological sub-periods 

applied in Table 4.10 above does not do justice to the data. As the Figures reveal, within these 

sub-periods there are fluctuations; a sharp rise in the early 1980s, followed by a decline 

through to 1990, a rise till the mid 1990s, followed again by decline and a sharp increase. 

Taking the data over the period as a whole, however, they do not support interpretations that 

emphasise the “residualisation” (Murphy and Kirby, 2008:129) o f social security or the 

retrenchment potential implicit in policy-makers’ increasing emphasis on employment. 

Finally, this analysis requires an additional observation based on the chronological raw data 

on benefit levels. These show that in the early 1990s assistance for the ‘dole’ was increased
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to the same level as unemployment benefit, then the differential was restored temporarily, 

and later still benefit and allowances equalised again. Against the background o f policy

makers’ stress on the ‘insurance principle’, this is a striking trend. In the context o f RR 

trends, therefore, it is useful to depart from the conventional practice o f using insurance 

benefits only and to give separate data for benefits and assistance allowances, as in Figure 

4.2d and the final row o f Table 4.11. These show that in the early 1980s the assistance RR 

was lower; significant increases in UA and the equalisation o f UA and UB have resulted in a 

dramatic increase in the RR for unemployment assistance - from 22% in 1981 to 33.8% in 

2007
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Table 4.12: Ratio of per cent change in benefits to per cent change in average earnings, 

1981-2007

Year OACP OANCP UB/DB CB 1 CB3 OPFP UA Mean

1981 1.07 1.07 1.03 1.15 1.11 1.07 1.06 1,08

1982 1.16 1.16 1.14 1.66 1.25 1.11 1.14 1,23

1983 0.89 0.89 0.89 0.89 0.89 0.89 0.89 0,89

1984 0.98 0.99 0.97 0.88 0.88 0.98 0.97 0,95

1985 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.00 0.99 0,99

1986 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.16 1.16 0.98 0.99 1.04

1987 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.95 0.95 0.98 1.00 0.98

1988 0.98 0.98 0.98 0.95 0.95 0.98 0.97 0.97

1989 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.96 0.96 0.99 1.06 0.99

1990 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.01 0.96 0.99 1.07 1.00

1991 1.01 1.02 1.02 0.96 1.01 1.03 1.04 1.03

1992 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.95 0.96 0.99 1,02 0.99

1993 0.98 0.99 1.01 1.23 0.95 0.98 1.07 1.03

1994 1.01 1.01 1.02 0.98 1.06 1.00 1.01 1.04

1995 1.01 1.00 1.07 1.31 1.10 1.01 1.02 1.07

1996 1,00 1.00 1.00 1.04 1.29 0.99 1.04 1.05

1997 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.99 1.04 0.99 1.00 1.00

1998 1.00 1.01 1.01 0.99 1.03 1.00 1.01 1.01

1999 1.01 1.02 0.99 1.03 1.00 0.98 1.00 1.00

2000 1.08 1.10 1.02 1.14 1.02 1.01 1.06 1.06

2001 1.02 1.03 1.02 2.06 1.14 1,01 1.00 1.18

2002 1.03 1.05 1.04 1.01 2.02 1.02 1.05 1.17

2003 1.01 1.01 0.99 1.08 1.01 0,98 0.99 1.02

2004 1.01 1.02 1.03 0.96 0.96 1,02 1.04 1.01

2005 1.03 1.03 1.06 1.08 1.08 1,05 1.06 1.06

2006 1.06 1.08 1.10 1.04 1.04 1,08 1,10 1.07

2007 1.06 1.08 1.10 1.05 1.04 1.10 1,10 1.08

Mean 1.01 1.02 1.02 1.09 1.07 1.01 1.03

SD 0.05 0.05 0.048 0.248 0.22 0.04 0.05
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It remains to consider the dynamics underlying the evolution o f benefits and allowances, 

which are legislated for annually in the Budget. Is it possible to explain benefit trends over 

time? A cursory inspection o f the raw data in the Appendix points to an explanation; 

measures of incomes in the economy are strongly correlated with benefit levels. The 

correlation coefficients between the following benefits and earnings are all above .95 and in 

three cases above .97: unemployment benefit, pensions, lone parent benefit, child benefit 1 

child, child benefit 3 children.

The relationship between earnings and benefits is explored more fully in Table 4.12, which 

shows the ratio of changes in benefits to changes in earnings for every year in the series. 

These data reveal, first, that for the period as a whole the ratio on average is about 1.00 for 

most series, indicating that earnings and benefits grew at an approximately equal rate. There 

is little variation in the data around 1.00 as the small standard deviations show. However, the 

ratios tend to rise from 2000 onwards. Second, the two child benefit series have higher 

average ratios (1.09 and 1.08 for the one and 3 child cases respectively) and also much 

greater variation, with SDs o f .25 and .22 respectively); in two cells the ratios exceed 2.00 

and these are CB cases. Third, all o f the ratios are generously above 1.00 in 1981 and 1982. 

Finally, within years there is little variation across the benefit series.

To confirm the earnings-benefits relationship, regression analyses were undertaken, with 

benefits and earnings as the dependent an independent variables respectively. A linear 

regression o f nominal benefit levels against nominal earnings and a double-log (Ln) 

regression recorded adjusted R squareds in the range .94-.98 and statistically significant F 

and T values. The coefficient o f the double log regression suggested an ‘elasticity’ o f 1.10 o f 

benefits with respect to earnings for most series; a 10% increase in earnings results in an 11 % 

increase in benenefits. However, these results (not shown) also show very poor Durbin- 

Watson statistics and hence the presence o f  serial auotocorrelation; this produces 

underestimated standard errors and inflated T values. Inclusion o f the term for time did not 

resolve this problem. The double log regression is sufficient to compute the elasticity for the 

sample values, but is not satisfactory as a statistical model o f the earnings benefit 

relationship. This problem was overcome by regressing the variables in the form of 

precentage changes in the variables relative to the previous year: {[(Benefiti - Benefitt.
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i)/Benefitt,)-l 1*100} and likewise for earnings. Table 4.13 summarises the results for each of 

the benefit series.

Table 4.13 : Regression (through the origin) of Percentage Change in Benefits on 

Percentage change in Earnings, 1981-2007

Benefit Adjusted Std. 
error of 

estimate

Unst 

Coefficient 

(st error)

Beta

coefficient

T Significance F Signif D-W

Pension .75 5.07 1.25

(.139)

.871 9.035 .000 81.624 .000 1.92

U B /D B .69 5.4 1.14

(.147)

.836 7.784 .000 60.84 .000 1.62

Lone
parent

.729 4.8 1.137

(.132)

.860 8.59 .000 73.7 .000 1.44

UA .716 5.72 1.263

(.156)

.846 8.09 .000 65.4 .000 1.62

CB one .269 26.7 2.41

(.728)

.544 3.309 .003 10.947 .003 2.10

CB
three

.131 50.36 3.1

(1.38)

.404 2.252 .033 5.072 .033 2.16

Non-
con
pension

.744 5.42 1.285

(.148)

.862 8.682 .000 75.37 .000 1.73

These regressions were run through the origin without the intercept. It is intuitively plausible 

that the rate o f pensions change would be zero where earnings change is zero or close to zero, 

and in the present case some o f the values are zero or close to zero. Furthermore, when 

included, the constant term had large standard errors and was insignificantly different from 

zero. In terms o f variance explained, the values o f D-W, and the F and T statistics. Table 4.13 

records far more satisfactory results than the corresponding regressions with the intercept.

The adjusted R values are .69 or higher, and the T and F statistics are satisfactory. However, 

the two Child Benefit series have low R figures and large standard errors o f estimate. The net 

point o f is that variations in the rate at which benefits change are strongly related to variations
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in the rates at which earnings change, with all o f the unstandardised coefficients greater than 

1. Child Benefit is an exception.In the latter case, the data contain an extreme observation for 

2002 when the benefit more than doubled. Exclusion o f this case imprioves the fit o f the 

regression. For the one child case, the adjusted increases from .269 to .381, and in the 

three child case from .131 to .493.

These results reflect the findings o f the only other study that attempted to explain the 

evolution of benefit levels in Ireland - Hughes’ (1982) analysis o f changes in the state 

pension and unemployment benefit and assistance. This exercise covered the period 1952- 

1982 and revealed a very strong statistical relationship between benefits and earnings (R 

results in the range .97 to .99). In fact, Hughes adopts double-log (Ln) specifications in which 

the coefficients are elasticities expressing the proportionate change in benefits relative to the 

proportionate change in earnings. His calculations for twelve benefit/family type scenarios 

show that the elasticities for insurance benefits were 1, whereas they are significantly higher 

than 1.00 for assistance payments such as unemployment assistance and the non-contributory 

pension. Hughes (1982:87) concludes that “changes in insurance benefits for the elderly, sick, 

and the unemployed matched changes in average industrial earnings whereas changes in 

assistance payments outstripped changes in average earnings” . It is important to note, 

however, that Hughes does not report a Durbin-Watson statistic, and hence his results may 

reflect serial autocorrelation in his time series.

Additional analyses o f the present data revealed a further consistency with Hughes’ results: 

the insignificance o f political variables. Hughes used dummy variables to test for the effect of 

the party composition in office and reported that none o f these variables proved significant- 

except for a small effect on the non-contributory pension. In that instance, the pension level 

was slightly lower under Fine Gael/Labour governments than Fianna Fail. Hughes offers a 

strong interpretation o f the role o f parties, given the limited nature o f his analysis: he did not, 

for instance, analyse measures o f power resources or attempt measures o f shares o f parties in 

parliament. However, he concludes firmly that the long-term trend in the benefit-earnings 

relationship “was not displaced upwards or downwards by differences in the ideological 

complexion of the governments which held office since 1952” and suggests that “the force o f 

inertia apears to press very strongly on social welfare policy” (Hughes, 1982:93). Analyses o f 

the present data yield broadly consistent trends. Dummy variables for Fianna Fail/non-Fianna 

Fail proved insignificant; likewise continuous variables measuring the share o f parties in the 

Dail or the presence o f Left in government.
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One political variable that is especially relevant to the time period under study is the 

emergence o f the Progressive Democrats in 1985, their electoral success in the 1980s and 

participation in a Coalition government with Fianna Fail from 1997 to 2002. According to the 

standard accounts o f Ireland’s changing party system, the PDs were distinctly neo-liberal and 

their effect was to shift the centre-of gravity o f the party system to the right; popular accounts 

o f the PDs role in government suggest that it moderated Fianna Fail’s centrist tendencies in 

favour o f neo-liberal policies (Mair, 1987; Coakley and Gallagher, 2005; Collins, 2007). This 

line o f reasoning reflects Castles’ argument that the presence o f Right parties is a key 

political variable. However, the present analysis o f evolving benefit levels does not support 

this argument- whether specified in terms o f a dummy variable for PD participation in 

government or as a share o f total seats.

The only electoral-party variable that emerges with interest in the data is election year. This 

question was explored by using a dummy variable for these election years and entering it 

with earnings in the regressions. In two o f the cases, the dummy variable record significance 

levels between 5% and 10%, but this comes at the cost o f a lower and a poorer fit for the 

equations.

Finally in relation to trends in benefit levels, it proved impossible to displace earnings from 

its explanatory role with indicators o f other functional pressures. For example, various 

measures o f globalisation are poorly correlated with benefits, and there is no support for the 

globalisation thesis that increased integration in the global economy negatively affects benefit 

changes. Likewise, indicators o f new risk presures such as the share o f the aged in the 

population or the growth o f new family types do not add to the explanatory power o f 

earnings, nor do measures o f fiscal stress such as public indebtedness.

Conclusion

This chapter analysed national, sub-aggregate expenditure data and confirmed that it can be 

used to discern trends in social security. These data record a distinct trend over time:policy 

related declines in expenditure in the 1980s and sharp increases after 2000. Social security 

benefits reveal distinctive patterns. Child Benefit was recorded as having expanded, while 

policy related factors drove down expenditure on sickness benefits (absence from work) -  a 

priori evidence o f retrenchment. Across social security as a whole, eligibility, that is actual 

receipt o f benefits among relevant categories rose. A detailed analysis o f benefit trends
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uncovered, again, evidence o f decline in the 1980s and expansion post 2000. Replacment 

rates were higher in 2007 than 1981 and noticeably so for unemployment assistance.

These data must be viewed in the wider context o f social security policy. The expenditure 

analysis gives only indirect evidence about policy, and the benefits analysis refers to only one 

dimension o f social security programmes. A more complete account o f change is possible 

when the present data are set in the context o f an analysis o f policy; Chapter five offers this 

analysis.
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Chapter Five 

Policy Change in Irish Social Security, 1981-2007

Introduction

The previous chapter analysed expenditure data and benefit trends at a quite disaggregated 

level. These data pointed to varied patterns o f change that demand a more thorough analysis. 

This chapter offers such an analysis. Specifically, it explores documentary sources to discern 

the policies and decisions- and their rationales- about social security over the time period 

1981-2007. It is important to note that there is no assumption here that the expenditure data 

are causal ‘outcomes’ whose origins are sought in the policies and rationales outlined here. 

As Siegel (2007) and colleagues point out, expenditure is one link in a circular, causal chain 

that extends over time, and expenditures themselves may have policy consequences. They 

may simply create objective, functional pressures that generate further change. Furthermore, 

as Schmiddt (2000, 2011) and her social constructionist colleagues point out, policy change is 

partly an ideational process and policy actors socially construct expenditure -  its scale and 

implications - in policy debates.

The expenditure analysis focused on expenditure change from 1981 to 2007. Here the focus 

shifts to the social security system  in 1981 and specific changes to it over time. It is 

necessary, therefore, to undertake a broadly-based, inductive account o f change that allows us 

to answer the questions: did Irish social security change and if  so, in what way, and to what 

extent? This chapter addresses these questions by analyzing policy change. ‘Policy’ in this 

context refers to the deliberations, and expressed intentions o f policy makers, and the actual 

laws and provisions they enact. The 1981 provisions summarised in chapter three provide a 

benchmark for both identifying change and for observing one source o f change; as 

institutionalists point out. quite specific provisions may structure the pressures and 

opportunities for change. There are three sources for the analysis that follows.

• First, the annual Budget statement presented to the Ddil by the Minister for Finance 

contains a brief section on social welfare. This usually comments briefly on social 

security and in particular on proposed changes in benefit levels or contribution rates. 

These announced changes are then given legal effect in a Social Welfare Act;
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• Second, over the time period under review policy makers published a range o f 

reviews, varying in scope and in the extent to which they considered and 

recommended policy changes.

• Third the government tables a Social Welfare Bill annually. The text o f this Bill is 

prefaced by an Explanatory Memorandum that both summarizes the legislation and 

gives a brief statement o f its purpose. The Bill when enacted -  and perhaps amended 

in the process -  then becomes a Social Welfare Act;

Part B o f the bibliography provides a complete list o f the documentary sources and legislation 

used in the analysis. Taken together, these sources allow us to construct a record o f policy 

deliberation and change. The approach, in effect, is an analysis o f law and policy, and 

searches for what Clasen and Van Oorschot (2002: 89) describe as “changing principles” . 

This approach, they point out. distinguishes legal and policy changes from “volume” changes 

(2002: 95). An observed change in social security -  for example, a growth in the number o f 

insurance benefit recipients relative to recipients o f means tested allowance -  could arise 

from changes in law or principles or other mediating automatic trends. The focus in this 

chapter is on the former; law and policy.

Table 5.1: Scott’s Typology of Documentary Sources

A c ce ss A uthorship

Personal O ffic ia l

Private State

C losed 1 5 9

R estricted 2 6 10

O pen-arch ival 3 7 II

O pen-pu blished 4 8 12

Source: Scott (1990:14)

The methodology in this chapter is documentary; it relies wholly on published material, 

details o f which are noted at appropriate points. Here, following Scott (1990), it is sufficient 

to recall, that the sources noted above are ‘a matter o f record’. As Scott’s classification in 

Table 5.1 shows, documentary sources vary along the two critical dimensions o f access and
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authorship. In the terms o f this figure, the documentary sources deployed here are o f the type 

in cell 12: official, state documents that are open-published.

Documentary research, as Scott (1990:37) has clarified, may entail one o f “one o f two 

interdependent focuses: documents can be used as resources or topics’' (emphasis in 

original). In the former case, documents are being used to compile descriptive accounts o f the 

things to which they refer, while in the latter the objective is to explain the nature o f  the 

documents as social products and to treat them as the object o f sociological analysis. The 

primary focus here is on documents as resources. However, as Scott stresses, there is an 

inevitable interdependence between the resources and topics approach to the open-published, 

official documents drawn on here. On the one hand, official reports, policy statements, laws 

and published statistics, are deployed to construct a record o f the period; on the other, it is not 

possible to properly use them without paying some attention to the way they relate to their 

context and the events they describe. Specific laws, or official policies or documents may 

require consideration as ‘topics’ in themselves.

The remainder o f the chapter offers is structured around the three documentary sources. A 

section o f the chapter uses one o f the three sources in this order: ministerial Budgetary 

statements, official policy reviews and analyses, and social security legislation. This is 

followed by an interpretive account o f the types o f change that took place, and a conclusion 

that summarises the empirical findings o f this chapter.

Budgetary Statements

Every year the Minister for Finance presents the annual Budget to the Ddil, containing the 

government’s summary o f the State’s financial position and its taxation and expenditure 

proposals for the following fiscal year. The Budget Booklet is laid before the Dail, which 

votes to approve it (or not), and in subsequent days separate legislation is processed which 

gives legal effect to the Budget proposals. Although not legally, constitutionally, or 

politically required, all the Budgets contain a short section on social security (invariably 

under the colloquial title ‘social welfare’); in effect, there is an annual statement o f  social 

security policy. These statements offer a potentially informative lens through which to view 

policy: the Budget statement is given by a senior minister; it has the authority o f the 

government; it is highly politically salient and intensively publicized on the day o f its 

presentation. It is therefore a politically self-conscious statement about social security, 

although it is an empirical matter as to whether these statements contain coherent rationales.
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A strongly consistent feature of these statements is the passive, paternalistic frame in which 

social security is constructed. In all but three of these statements Finance Ministers deployed 

such a frame of reference. Budget 1981(1981:1) expressed the government’s overriding 

concern “for the most vulnerable sections of our society” and its intention “that those in need 

should not suffer by reason of changing economic conditions over which they have little or 

no control” . Throughout the period, strikingly similar sentiments were expressed; “the less 

well-off’ (1986:13): “those who have no option but to look to the state for income support 

(Budget, 1987:15); “support those dependent on social welfare” (Budget 1993:20); “one of 

the key objectives of this Budget is protecting the weaker sections of society” (Budget, 

2003:11); “a primary function of government is to protect and support the weaker members 

of our society” (Budget 2006:12). This theme recurs across varying economic conditions and 

the parties in government and across the Finance Ministers’ respective parties.

Can we observe any advocacy of, or explicit adherence to a social security policy overall? 

This is the only instance where a Minister prefaced his detailed policy announcements with 

an overarching expression of a social policy (Budget 1999: 12):

My philosophy regarding social exclusion and poverty is quite simple. To be in a position to 
make progress means the Exchequer having adequate m onies, distributing these resources to 
the most deserving and ensuring that the resources are effectively used for those who need 
them. The overriding goal must be - the services are for those who need them.

This clear articulation of a selective -  by implication, means-tested strategy is not mirrored in 

the specific policy announcements in that Budget, nor does it herald any discernible shift in 

subsequent Budgets -  either of the same or later Ministers. The Minister in question was 

Charlie McCreevy, a Fianna Fail minister who had repeatedly expressed views ideologically 

consistent with those of the liberal Progressive Democrats. He had been Minister for Social 

Welfare in the 1989-1992 coalition of Fianna Fail and the Progressive Democrats and 

implemented a range o f notorious cuts, (nicknamed the ‘dirty dozen’ to highlight the number 

and impact of the cuts), that were rescinded the following year in response to protest. 

Actually, this Budget and the accompanying legislation was somewhat expansionist: its 

specific provisions were at odds with the Minister’s general principles. Arguably, this is an 

instance of the ‘Nixon Goes to China’ variant of welfare state politics (Ross, 2000). A 

Minister with a political reputation as liberal and anti-welfare is deployed politically to re

state these political credentials while simultaneously announcing specific, expansionist
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measures. The statement o f principle gave political reassurance to the liberal PDs in the 

coalition government and the welfare improvements met the demands o f Fianna Fail, the 

populist centre party with a majority in the coalition.

If  this statement o f policy beliefs is the only one on record, does it mean that there is 

complete policy incoherence in these Budgetary pronouncements? To the contrary, there are a 

number o f recurring themes. The persistent adherence to a social insurance model is clear; in 

1994, for example the Minister recorded that “The government remain committed to the 

maintenance o f the contributory principle which underlies entitlement to social insurance 

benefits” (Budget 1994:23). In earlier and later Budgets Ministers announced quite specific 

initiatives reflecting that principle- the extension o f social insurance to the self-employed 

(1989), the inclusion o f part-time employees in social insurance and (in 1995) public and civil 

servants, the introduction o f an insurance benefit for carers (2000). The announcement about 

the self-employed and social insurance was articulated along two quite distinctive dimensions. 

On the one hand, the limitations o f social assistance; in the absence o f social insurance 

coverage “the less well-off self-employed and their dependants must rely on the social 

assistance schemes when their incomes are adversely affected by age or death” (Budget 

1988:17). On the other hand, the logic o f solidarity and equity; the statement referred to the 

total cost o f social assistance for the self-employed and to this cost being met by general 

taxation. It then noted that “the self-employed, who account for one fifth o f those at work, 

should be required to contribute directly to the financing o f the social welfare system under 

which so many o f them benefit”, and that it was the government’s policy that “the extension 

o f social insurance to the self-employed will bring about a more equitable sharing o f  the cost 

o f the social welfare system as a whole” (Budget, 1988:18).

This framing o f social insurance did not invoke the 1986 Report o f  the Commission on Social 

Welfare. As will be seen below, this official report recommended the development o f the 

hitherto limited insurance system, and yet in announcing these particular measures giving 

effect to the Commission’s proposals, the Minister did not allude to the report. In contrast, the 

Budget statements post-1986 repeatedly alluded to the Commission’s analysis o f benefit 

levels and invoked the report as a justification for particular changes. In 1991, for example, 

the Budget expressed a “commitment to move to the priority rates recommended by the 

Commission on Social Welfare” (Budget 1991: 16). Likewise, Budgets 1992, 1993, and 1998 

all announced benefit adjustments in the light o f the Commission’s analysis. The level o f 

benefits and allowances and their annual adjustment in this way makes them highly salient
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politically, and the Budget statements reflect quite complex discourses. For instance, they all 

contain actual examples o f the nominal amounts o f some benefits and the amounts o f their 

(nominal) increases, routinely conflating these figures with the overall benefits expenditure 

(again in nominal terms). Budget 2002, for example, announced benefit increases and stated 

that they “cost £850 million”, leaving total social security expenditure “some two thirds 

higher than it was in 1997” (Budget, 2002:10). Similarly, in 1985, 1986, 1997, 2003, 2004, 

2007, benefit increases were linked to overall expenditure, and the cost o f individual benefits 

was often linked to increases in specific benefits.

Apart from references to the Commission, none o f the statements record any analytical or 

principled benchmarks for the evolution o f benefit levels, either in the fiscally constrained 

1980s or the buoyant period from the mid-1990s. In fact, none o f the statements refer to the 

Report on Indexation - a working party comprised o f officials and social partner 

representatives, convened to recommend an agreed formula for benefit increases in the light 

o f increasing earnings. There were, o f course, rhetorical claims in later Budgets about welfare 

recipients benefiting from the buoyant economy: the government “has ensured that the less 

w ell-off have shared in Ireland’s progress” (Budget, 2007:20). These opaque combinations o f 

references to raw benefit levels, total expenditure, nominal and percentage increases, illustrate 

the use o f obfuscation as a political tool.

How do these Budgetary statements present the relationship between social security and the 

wider economy? Given Antoniades’ (2009:2) assertion that Ireland’s policy makers 

discursively “produced the phenomenon o f globalisation”, it is striking that not one o f the 

statements refers to globalisation or to Ireland’s place in the international political economy. 

As noted above, the documents routinely announce the budgetary cost o f social security, but 

nowhere do the Ministers link social security to the globalised nature o f Ireland’s economy. 

The economic implications o f social security repeatedly appear, o f course, but in the specific 

context o f employment incentives; and here there are two distinct discourses. In the 1980s, 

Ministers tended to express concern about incentives, sometimes linking the issue o f financial 

incentives to quesfions o f  illicit claims and fraud; the 1981 statement, for example, recorded 

that the government “are much alive to the question o f abuse o f the social welfare system” 

(Budget 1981:21). The following year, referring to the tax treatment o f certain social security 

benefits, the Minister claimed he had “no doubt that there are many cases where the existing 

provisions encourage absenteeism and reduce the incenfive to work” (Budget, 1982:19). The 

announcements in the Budgets in 1983, 1985, and 1989 all related the benefit increases to
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incentives or to the link between benefits and net take home pay. This is not to say that the 

specific policy measures adopted in these Budgets followed seamlessly from the incentives 

discourse; quite the opposite. In 1981, for example, having noted the exclusion o f short-term 

social security benefits (such as unemployment benefit) from taxation and its implications for 

incentives and absenteeism, the Minister then argued against the taxation o f such benefits in 

these terms: “Such a tax would impose an unfair burden on many who are unfortunate enough 

to fall ill or to be made redundant and in any event it would be extremely difficult to 

administer the tax properly” (Budget. 1982:19). Similarly, in later Budgets in which reference 

was made to work incentives, significant percentage increases were made to unemployment 

benefits and allowances.

The 1990s statements referred to incentives in different terms; they linked incentives to 

systemic aspects o f social security and to specific, qualitative changes designed to enhance 

incentives, rather than to benefit rates. Social insurance was extended to part-time employees 

working less than 18 hours “so as to preserve the incentive to work” (Budget, 1991); the 1993 

changes to Family Income Supplement (the means-tested payment for low-paid employees 

with children) were “to secure its effectiveness in maintaining the incentive to work”, the 

Minister announced (Budget, 1993:20). Over the period from the early 1990s to 2007, a range 

o f quite intricate measures were presented in incentives terms; exemption o f the first tranche 

o f pay from social insurance deductions (1994); further changes in FIS and child-related 

payments (1996); adjustment to rent allowance payments for those re-entering work (2000); 

improvements to the Back to Work Allowance (2006). These measures and the terms in which 

they were expressed reveal a continuous, consistent focus on recalibrating social security 

towards employment; as the Minister announced in 1998, policy would “continue the 

reorientation o f the social welfare code in a work friendly direction” (Budget, 1998:42). This 

increasing emphasis on employment reflects the widely documented shift internationally in 

social security towards activation (Bonoli, 2013; Bonoli and Natali, 2012).

To adapt H all’s (1989) tiers o f policy change - settings, instruments and goals - were there 

other pronouncements that indicate intentions to change the instruments or goals o f social 

security? Strikingly, two such policy initiatives were announced in these statements, but in 

neither case was the announced change implemented. First, in Budget 1988 the Minister 

alluded to Disability Benefit (the cash payment to insured workers absent from work during 

illness) and committed the government to a significant change. Pointing out that the 

government had established a committee on the subject, the Minister summarised the
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announcement made in the press six months earUer by the Minister for Social Welfare. The 

relative roles of the state and employers would change with the introduction o f a Statutory 

Sick Pay scheme. Henceforth, employers would be mandated to pay the benefit as close as 

possible to employees’ normal earnings for the first thirteen weeks o f illness from company 

sick pay schemes; employers would then be compensated for these costs. According to the 

Budget statement (Budget 1988:16-7), “The government are committed to the introduction o f 

a scheme as soon as possible” . This change was not implemented and was not referred to 

again in later Budget statements.

Second, the policy o f universality in Child Benefit was repudiated. In 1989, the statement 
(Budget 1989:22) declared:

The government have been concerned for some time that the present Child Benefit 
scheme is entirely unselective. In order to introduce a measure o f  targeting o f  resources 
under the scheme, the government propose that, as and from early next year, Child 
Benefit would be confined to fam ilies with incomes below a certain level. This level will 
be decided so as to ensure that those higher income fam ilies who, by any reasonable 
standards, do not need a state subsidy towards the cost o f  rearing children do not receive 
Child Benefit. The date o f  introduction o f  these new arrangements is being set for next 
year so that the necessary administrative preparations, in particular the matching o f  child 
benefit records and income tax records, will have been completed before implementation 
o f  the measure.

Here too the announced initiative did not materialise. These examples o f Child Benefit policy 

and Statutory Sick Pay, taken together with the rare and misleading statement o f a targeting 

philosophy by one Minister, raise interesting questions about the policy process that these 

statements in isolation cannot address. Is it the case that politically announced initiatives 

requiring institutional change or collaboration (with employers in the case o f SSP, and tax 

authorities in the Child Benefit case) are vetoed by administrators? There is an alternative 

interpretation - one that is consistent with analyses o f policy change focused on Ireland’s 

‘competitive corporatism’ (Hardiman, 2000). Unlike many other, less significant 

pronouncements in Budget statements neither o f  the two initiatives alluded to the social 

partners. Did an absence o f prior agreement with the social partners on these measures allow a 

social partner to veto the measures? That such an interpretation should be considered will be 

clear from the concluding points below which record Ministers routinely referencing social 

partnership agreements when announcing policy developments.

As the background analysis in Chapter three outlined, one feature o f the institutional context 

is the sequence o f national social pacts that commenced in 1987. The Budget statements
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repeatedly place individual announcements in the context o f specific pacts. In announcing 

large increases for those with the lowest benefits and allowances as recommended by the 

Commission on Social Welfare in 1986, the 1988 statement (Budget, 1988:14) noted that 

these increases were “In line with the commitment in Programme for National Recovery to 

consider special increases for those on lowest payments” . The announcements in 1993, 1998, 

and 2000 also placed benefit increases in the context o f the later national pacts. Benefit 

increases aside, quite specific policy changes were couched in terms o f changes that had met - 

or might meet -  the agreement o f the social partners. For example, the important decision to 

extend the social insurance system to public servants was referred to as follows (Budget, 

1989:21-2):

Finally, the government have decided in principle to extend the Social Insurance cover o f  

public servants and public sector workers currently on the modified rate o f  PRSI. It is the 

government’s intention, in keeping with the approach o f  the Programme for National 

Recovery to raise their proposals in the matter with the Irish Congress o f  Trade Unions.

Likewise, the 1991 Budget announced that the government would have discussions with the 

social partners on the detailed structuring o f social insurance rates, and in 1997 the announced 

improvements to Family Income Supplement referred to the Programme 2000 pact; this had 

contained an agreement to extend FIS to improve employment incentives.

The references to the social partners in these Budget statements require careful interpretation. 

It is not per se a vindication o f claims that social security policy had a corporatist dynamic. 

Closer study might show that many o f policies are actually reflections o f the wider analysis of 

the Commission on Social Welfare (see below), or that government used the social pact 

process to legitimise governments’ and policy makers’ intentions. Furthermore, to ascribe 

decisive influence on key social security matters to the social partners presumes the latter had 

both influence and ideas. This question will be dealt with more fully later.

Policy Analyses and Reviews

This section turns to the analyses o f the policy makers, defined to refer only to the policy 

documents about social security emanating from the Department o f Social Protection. It does 

not, therefore, include all official policy documents relating to social security - for example, 

the Commission on Taxation’s (1982) report or the separate reports o f the National Pensions 

Board. This review first discusses each the three policy documents referring to the system as
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a whole. Second, it reviews the policy documents that considered individual aspects o f social 

security and finally administrators’ published reviews o f policy. Table 5.2 below gives details 

o f all the documents included in the discussion. This is not an account o f the sources and 

dynamics o f policy change, merely an attempt to identify the terms in which policy makers 

themselves considered either instrumental or systemic change.

Reviews o f Social Security; Commission on Social Welfare (CSW)

On three occasions during the period under review, policy makers completed reviews o f 

systemic aspects o f social security. The first o f these was the Report o f  the Commission on 

Social Welfare (1986). This exercise arose from the commitment expressed in the December 

1982 Programme for Government agreed by the incoming (Fine Gael-Labour) Coalition 

Government to establish a commission. Procedurally, the commission was independent of 

government, chaired by a non-governmental nominee o f the government, and comprised of 

representatives o f the social partners, and voluntary and statutory social services, with a 

secretariat partly comprised o f civil servants from the DSP. It had wide terms o f reference, 

the overarching one as follows: “To review and report on the social welfare system and 

related social services and to make recommendations for their development having regard to 

the needs o f modem Irish society” In all, the commission advanced sixty-five specific 

recommendations. To begin with, the Commission gave a descriptive account o f the origins 

and development o f social security and argued that it had developed “ in a piecemeal manner” 

(1986:25), and on “an ad hoc basis” (1986:61) stressing (1986:123) that:

At no point in the recent history of the development of the social welfare system has a clear 

statement been made of the principles which should govern the design and implementation 

of the system. Services have been developed in a piecemeal fashion; new benefits and 

allowances have been introduced, additions and changes have been made in the services 

and continue to be made, but no principles have been laid down according to which the 

system should evolve.

Developing this logic, the report then set out the following principles that should inform a 

critique o f social security and a programme o f reform. Briefly, the report (1986:128-171) 

elaborated the following principles;

Adequacy; the system should offer minimally adequate benefits in the context o f 
prevailing living standards, and should ground its calculation o f minimal adequacy in 
a relative conception o f poverty
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Redistribution; the net impact o f the level and structure o f benefits, in combination 
with the taxation and social insurance regime underpinning and financing the system, 
should be broadly redistributive between higher and lower income groups.

Comprehensiveness: the social security system should encompass the whole 
population on a broadly similar basis

Consistency; the benefit and contribution arrangements should treat like 
circumstances alike

Simplicity: the system should as far as possible be simple and transparent for 
administrators, citizens and beneficiaries.

Applying these criteria to social security in 1983/4 the Commission set out a broad strategy 

and a set o f detailed recommendations. The benefit system it advocated was to be flat-rate, 

but more generous, and properly calculated, with a universal, age differentiated child 

benefit, supplemented by a (more) comprehensive housing cost allowance, and additional 

payments in respect o f long-term benefit recipients. It envisaged a comprehensive system of 

social insurance cover, with the budgetary costs o f its proposals to be met by a reduction in 

tax allowances and greater social insurance revenue. The detailed accompanying 

recommendations are not relevant here, but a number o f ‘principles’ (in Van Oorschot’s and 

Clasen’s terms) stand out.

First, the commitment to social insurance: the commission considered the analytical 

literature on alternatives to social insurance (and initiated and completed an academic 

review o f the literature), such as Negative Income Tax schemes, social dividend schemes, 

tax credits etc. It firmly repudiated alternative social security strategies on the grounds that, 

o f the general approaches available, social insurance (reformed along the lines it 

recommended) best met its analytical criteria: “We wish to stress the positive aspects o f the 

social insurance system” (1986:220).
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Table 5.2: Official Policy Reviews and Analyses

Title (Dale) Scope Policy Actors Policy Status

A. A nalyses of Social Security- Policy
Report o f the ( 'omnussum on 
Social Welfare (I9H6)

Basic principles and 
provisions o f  social 
security system

Independent chairman, 
representatives o f social 
partners, civil society; 
independent secretariat

Independent report to government, placed 
before parliament

Report o f  Expert Working 
Group on Integrating Tax and  
Social Welfare (1996)

Integration o f personal tax 
system and social security 
benefits and allowances

Independent chairman, 
senior officials, individual 
experts, individual trade 
unionists and employers, 
civil service secretariat

Independent report to government and 
M inister for Social W elfare

Social Insurance in Ireland
(1996)

Review o f  the coverage, 
financing and impact o f 
social insurance

Civil servants Discussion paper

B. A na lyses o f  A spects o f  Policy
Report o f  Review (iroup on 
Treatment o f  Households in 
the Social Welfare code 
(1991)

Administrative and legal 
implications o f 
implementation o f EU 
Equality Directive

Independent chairman, civil 
service and independent 
members, and civil service 
secretariat

Independent report to government

Sharing in Progress: National 
anti-poverty S tra te ^ ' (1997)

Specification o f policy 
targets for poverty 
reduction

Civil servants, experts.

Civil society, civil service 
secretariat

Report to Government

Report o f  the Commission on 
the l-'amily (I99H)

Review o f  Family policies 
and specific analysis o f 
Child Benefit

Independent chairman, civil 
service and independent 
members and civil service 
secretariat

Independent report to government

Supporting’ Lone Parents, 
(Jovernment Discussion Paper 
(2006)

Review o f  activation and 
benefit Provisions for 
lone parents

Civil service working group Report to government

Oreen Paper on Pensions 
(2007)

Review o f  long-term 
policy for social security, 
occupational and private 
pensions

Civil service working group; 
policy conclusions arising 
from Pension Board reports

Report to Government published as a Green 
(discussion) Paper

( Adm inistra tive Reviews o f  Policy

Review o f  the One Parent 
Family Payment (2()()(})

Review o f  objectives, 
costs and outcome o f 
OPFP

Civil servants Review published by Dept o f  Social 
Protection

Report on the Treatment o f  
M arried, cohabiting and One- 
parent families under the lax 
and  social welfare codes 
(1999)

Review o f  relative 
treatment o f  families of 
different types in tax and 
social security

Civil servants, also 
contributions by 
independent analysts

Report published by government

Review o f  the ('arer s 
Allowance (2(H)(1)

Review o f  objectives, 
costs, fijture development 
o f  paym ents to carers

Civil servants Review published by Dept o f  Social 
Protection

Reviews o f  Rem  Allowance 
(1999). Supplementary 
Welfare (2006). Back to 
School etc (2006).

Review o f  objectives, 
costs, future development 
o f specific social 
assistance schemes

Civil servants Review published by Dept o f  Social 
Protection

Associated with choice o f  social insurance, is the com m ission’s rejection o f  means-testing 

on a variety o f  grounds; their administrative cost, complexity, impracticality, possible
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disincentive effects and the intrusion they impose on claimants’ lives. Social assistance, 

based on reformed means-tests, should “play a more residual role”, it argued.'*

Second, the commission expressed a strong - although general - commitment to reciprocity 

as a moral and political foundation for social insurance, arguing (1986:220) that “social 

insurance contributions create a sense o f entitlement and also generate support among the 

public for these benefits” . Pointing to the “overt link between contributions and benefits” 

and the “rightful entitlements which are not subject to a means te sf’, the Commission 

(1986:221) cited in full this passage from the 1949 White Paper;

h  is gen erally  recogn ized  that an insurance system  safeguards the se lf-respect o f  the 

beneficiary by providing a firm guarantee o f  b enefits payable as o f  right in return for 

contributions w hich form the basis o f  such right. The ex isten ce o f  a separate insurance 

fund, in the establishm ent o f  w hich the insured person has had a direct participation, is 

direct and concrete ev id en ce o f  title to benefit and his rights are, thereby, on a stronger 

footin g  than i f  his claim  to benefit depended m erely on the fact o f  his being a general 

taxpayer.

Third, it advocated a Beveridgean form o f social insurance. At the Commission’s time o f 

writing, social security reflected both Bismarckian and Beveridgean traditions. The core 

benefits for those o f working age. Unemployment Benefit and Disability Benefit, both 

comprised flat-rate benefits and a ‘pay-related’ benefit; these had been introduced in 1974, 

and a discussion paper on income related old age pensions had been published in 1976. 

However, the Commission explicitly argued a case for reversing direction, as it were. It 

offered a stylized contrast (1986:67-8) between the flat-rate benefit system Ireland had 

inherited and the “Bismarckian approach to social security provision with its strong 

emphasis on ‘occupational group, pay-related contributions and pay-related benefit”. Then, 

when setting out its reformed social insurance system it offered a line o f reasoning in 

support o f a flat-rate benefit regime (1986: 207-8); the financial impact o f unemployment is 

mitigated by the payment o f redundancy payments for some workers; the payment o f adult 

and child dependant additions with flat-rate benefits (rather than earnings-related benefits 

for most workers) targets benefits to families and children; the adoption o f full eamings- 

relationship would simply reinforce income differentials; in the case o f short-term sickness

'' The Commission based its analysis o f  means-testing in part on a large-scale empirical study it conducted o f the 
experiences and perceptions o f  social assistance claimants o f  the application and administrative system  
(O ’Connor, Walsh, Aheme, 1986)
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and old age, occupational coverage would provide de facto income related benefits. In sum, 

the commission interpreted its analytical principles to allow it to conclude that (1986:204); 

“We accept that social welfare recipients should be cushioned against a substantial drop in 

income. However, we are not convinced that the present system o f pay-related benefit is the 

most appropriate means o f providing this cushion” .

Fourth, the flat-rate benefit was, in the commission’s terms, to be adequate. The 

commission referred to the ad hoc nature o f the benefit system, the absence o f any apparent 

rationale for the level and structure o f benefits and their adjustment over time. Central to its 

analysis were two sets o f considerations; on the one hand, the absence o f any attempt to 

rationally calculate benefit levels and, on the other, the evidence about financial poverty. In 

relation to the former, the argument led the commission to offer illustrative calculations 

about what a “minimally adequate income” is (1986: Appendix 9; 189-194). This exercise 

culminated in its determination o f a specific figure (weekly, per person, 1985 prices) for a 

minimally adequate benefit. In relation to the poverty data (limited in range and 

sophistication by today’s standards), it allowed the commission to conclude to its own 

satisfaction that people solely reliant on a benefit or allowance were poor at prevailing 

benefit levels, and to identify parts o f the benefit system that were worse o ff  Therefore, the 

Commission was also able to specify priorities for benefit increases and reforms.

The principles the commission invoked in support o f its social insurance strategy should be 

viewed in the light o f its pragmatic, path-dependent approach. In clarifying its overall

approach and justifying its adherence to social insurance, it referred (1986:9) to the

“accumulated rights and entitlements under the present system” and the “clear practical 

advantages associated with reforming rather than replacing the present system”. Concluding 

its analytical overview o f possible reform strategies and the logic o f rejecting systemic 

change, the commission (1986:184) stressed that:

any attempt to introduce a totally new approach, even if desirable in principle, would raise 

intractable ‘transition’ problems given the extent of the existing system and the 

accumulated rights and entitlements already in existence. There are clear practical

advantages associated with building on elements which already exist.

This pragmatism was reinforced by its perception o f a lack o f demand for radical reform. It 

received 259 written submissions, only two o f which argued for what the Commissioned 

(1986:180) termed “a comprehensive change in the system o f social welfare involving an
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integrated approach to taxes and social welfare” . Here the Commission was dismissive. It 

noted that both o f these submissions essentially argued for a form o f Basic Income, but that 

they did so in a way that ignored the costs o f such policies and attempted, in a self

contradictory fashion, to combine elements o f the current system with features o f a Basic 

Income. At one level, therefore, the commission adopted clear ideas, but these ideas might 

be viewed as a rationalization o f an a priori pragmatism.

The pragmatism may also reflect deference to costs. At various points it refers to costs as a 

rationale for not considering specific options. For example, having opted for a broadly based 

social insurance system, the commission then posed the separate question as to whether a 

flat-rate or income related benefit system should apply to the elderly/retired population. It 

answered the question partly by invoking costs (1986:328), arguing that it did not consider 

income relationship “to be a priority” and that social security should use limited resources to 

improve the income position o f all categories o f social welfare recipient. Likewise, in 

repudiating more radical reforms it referred to costs as an objection; costs are therefore 

elevated to the level o f principle in arguing for pragmatic reform.

Fifth, the commission recommended adaptation o f social security to what would currently 

be termed ‘new risks’. It noted the extent o f “social and cultural change” (1986:77-92) and 

adverted specifically to the following: the demise o f the male-earner household and a rise in 

the economic independence o f women; the changing structure o f families and, in particular, 

the growth o f lone parenthood; the increasing insecurity o f employment, the rise o f  atypical 

and part-time employment and the emergence o f long-term unemployment. The commission 

then made recommendations to modernize social security; development o f an overall, 

gender-neutral payment for lone parents; inclusion o f part-time and atypical employment in 

social insurance, and implementation o f formal gender and marital status equality.

Finally, the Commission made one institutional recommendation: the establishment o f “an 

advisory body representative o f the various interests in the social welfare system, i.e. 

contributors, beneficiaries, and administrators” (1986:415). This was proposed in the context 

o f proposals to improve policy formulation (1986; chapter 22).

At the level o f  general principles, is it possible to characterize the Commission’s approach?

In the terms o f current regime classifications, the ‘basic security’ paradigm as described by

Korpi and Palme (1998) clearly applies; the unambiguous support for flat-rate benefits, the

replication o f Beveridge’s calculations o f an appropriate minimum payment, and the adoption
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of an inclusive strategy for social insurance. Interestingly, while the Commission’s 

membership was broadly-based, including representatives of Trade unions, employers, 

farming organizations, and voluntary social services, the report was unanimous. There is no 

evidence that the strategy of flat-rate social insurance benefits was a contentious issue, nor, 

specifically, was there evidence of a Trade union supported analysis of an income 

replacement approach. Equally, the commission’s review of the submissions it received 

records that there is no demand for retention of pay-related benefits. In so far as the 

submissions reflect public perceptions and demand, they are limited and incremental.

The report is clearly implicated in policy developments in the period after 1986. The Minister 

for Social Welfare from 1987-1992 referred approvingly to the report on a number of 

occasions and specifically invoked its recommendations when presenting social welfare 

legislation (McCashin, 1992). Without ascribing causality exclusively to the CSW, many of 

the individual recommendations were implemented in the decade after its publication; 

extension of social insurance, reform of lone parent payments, restructuring of benefits, and 

so on. Governments in the 1990s adopted a version of the Commission’s target, the 

Partnership agreements o f the 1990s contained explicit reference to the report, as did some of 

the budgetary statements. One point of contrast here is that no public reference can be found 

to the commission’s institutional proposal: the establishment of a broadly based advisory 

council on social security.

Reviews of Social Security: Report of the Expert Working Group on the Integration of the 
Tax and Social Welfare Svstems (REWGITSW. 1996)

The proximate source of this exercise was the commitment of the Fianna Fa/7-Labour 

government of 1992-4 to “study in consultation with the social partners the integration of the 

tax and social welfare codes” (Programme for Partnership Government, 1992). In turn, this 

commitment follows chronologically from the first two Partnership agreements (1987; 1990); 

in both of these reference was made to the implications of improved benefit levels for 

employment incentives, in the context of prevailing tax rates (and other deductions). 

However, the pressure to focus on this policy had another source. The Commission on Social 

Welfare’s report engendered a debate among technocrats about the Commission’s analysis. 

For example, one distinguished commentator argued in favour of more integrated reforms 

(Honahan. 1987); another advocate associated with the Commission on Taxation (1982) was 

critical of the Commission’s reliance on social insurance.
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As these narrow, technical debates evolved, they were complemented by another critique; a 

public advocacy by the Conference o f Major Religious Superiors o f a radical, Basic Income 

scheme for Ireland (Healy and Reynolds, 1994; Healy and Reynolds, 1995). This critique 

drew on the international literature on Social Dividends/Citizens’ Income to argue a moral 

and social case for such a reform; the replacement o f the current system with a universal, 

unconditional Basic Income for all adults, combined with single flat-rate tax on all income. In 

a striking historical parallel with the Dignan proposals in the 1940s, this Basic Income 

argument was advanced by an individual Catholic priest. There is no public record o f any 

institutional support from the Catholic Hierarchy for the argument, or o f any endorsement of 

the argument by social partners or civil society. As REWGITSW was in preparation, technical 

analyses o f the Basic Income proposal (Callan, 1994) had already calibrated the cost, taxation, 

and distributional implications o f BI. Nevertheless, REWGITSW interpreted its ‘integration’ 

brief to include an appraisal o f BI strategies as they might to Ireland.

In the context o f this discussion, the key points to note about REW GITSW are as follows. 

First, it gave an overriding role to employment incentives in its deliberations; the first two 

principles it set out were: “There must be a reward for working” and “The transition to work 

must be facilitated” (REWGITSW, 1996: iv). This is striking given the emerging public 

evidence at the time from analytical studies o f the extent o f relative income poverty (Callan 

and Nolan, 1989) and its implications for social security. Employment impact was therefore a 

key criterion invoked in evaluating a wide range o f issues - Child Benefit, Social Insurance 

rates, individualisation. Housing subsidies, and so on. REWGITSW actually contains a 

research working paper on employment incentives, a separate appendix o f detailed 

calculations o f replacement rates, as well as numerous tables in the main text illustrating 

different aspects o f the ‘employment-poverty trap’.

Second, while dismissing wholesale integration o f tax and social security (such as a Basic 

Income or Partial Basic Income), the report assessed integration policies in the area o f  Child 

Income support. As noted earlier, the 1989 Budget statement contained a commitment to 

reform Child Benefit. In reconsidering this question, REW GITSW assessed the desirability o f 

integrated and other reforms to policy, such as taxation o f Child Benefit, the restructuring o f 

the means-tested FIS, and so on. Here the report agreed that “some form o f child income 

support” reform was necessary, but it “did not reach agreement” on which reform 

(REWGITSW, 1996: vii).
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Third, the report broadly endorsed social insurance: “the contributory principle should be 

retained”, although it confusingly raised the possibility o f abolishing employees’ 

contributions while retaining employers’.

Fourth, REWGITSW deliberated on an issue that would command policy-makers’ attention 

into the future; the unit o f assessment for taxation and social security. The report 

acknowledged the growth o f lone parent families, the increased rate o f female and maternal 

employment and therefore the need to take account o f “rapidly changing family types and 

labour market participation trends” (REWGITSW, 1996:99). Here it grappled inconclusively 

with the complexity o f adapting Ireland’s ‘strong male breadwinner’ heritage (Lewis, 1992) to 

contemporary conditions. REWGITSW firmly placed employment and the growth o f dual 

earner and lone parent families at the centre o f its concerns. Equally, it recognised the 

constitutional prerogatives o f the tradhional family - citing the relevant clauses o f the 

constitution fully - and the fact that the constitution had been invoked on three occasions in 

the previous decade to challenge or change tax or social security provisions (REWGITSW, 

1996:97):

It is important, therefore, that any exam ination o f  the unit o f  assessm ent for tax and social 

w elfare should take account o f  the general context, in particular the constitution , w hich  lays 

particular em phasis on the fam ily. It a lso  needs to have regard to changing social trends and 

attitudes

The report then considered a range o f  issues that all impinged in some way on the issue o f 

individualisation. In the final analysis it recommended very minor changes in this area (for 

example, abolition o f the household means test for adults aged 25 +, as already advocated by 

CSW). This outcome reveals the veto-point role o f the constitution, and the way the 

sequencing o f policy events shapes subsequent policy deliberations. The constitution is not an 

objective veto-point against policy; it provides a venue in which policy challenges can be 

mounted and controversies legally resolved. In 1996, REW GITSW reflected on the fact that 

the veto-point had been used and on the legal and cultural effect o f specific superior court 

judgements. This was to highlight the fact that any policy change that might be construed as 

altering the relative statuses o f married vs unmarried, or one income vs two income families, 

would be controversial and open to legal challenge. Accordingly, this report - and the later 

ones that addressed issues such as individualisation - were constrained both by the 

constitution per se and the policy actors’ social construction o f the policy issues. Among the
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policy makers in the case of REWGITSW, very senior civil servants were the largest single 

category (five of fourteen)

Reviews of Social Securitv: Social Insurance in Ireland [SII] (1996)

Published by the Minister within months of REWGITSW, the Sll report originated in the 

administrative department, had no external participants or representatives, and only the most 

vague terms of reference: “to outline the current Social Insurance system and to set out issues 

in relation to it” (SII, 1996:1). The report comprises, in effect, a further, quite emphatic 

restatement of a commitment to social insurance, but offers no specific recommendations. It 

concludes, rather, with a list of “main considerations” about future policy, giving the 

following as the first two- in this order:

The Government’s commitment to maintain and develop the Social hisurance system;
The contributory principle, which provides a strong rationale for retaining employers’ and 
employees’ contributions and the rights they bestow.

This argument is set in a particular context. The report points out that the previous three 

Budgets had reflected governments’ emphasis on employment and reduced employers’ and 

employees’ social insurance contributions. It then went on to draw on the analytical literature 

about the employment impact of social insurance and the possible role the latter had in 

constraining employment growth. This analysis (SII, 1996:27-72) was complemented by 

detailed comparisons of Ireland’s social insurance arrangements. SII acknowledged the likely 

future pressures on social insurance expenditures, the need to rationalize the contribution 

structure with levies and taxes, and to avoid the tax-wedge problem. However, it concluded 

by effectively rejecting arguments for further reductions in the contribution rates, explicitly 

pointed to the necessity of reforms elsewhere - in taxes and levies (for which the social 

security department did not have responsibility), and to the need to secure the funding of 

benefits and pensions. The tone of the report’s support for Social Insurance was emphatic - 

almost combative (SII, 1996:2)

Successive governments have seen the social insurance system as central to the provision 
o f social welfare services and have committed themselves to maintain and enhance Social 
Insurance into the future. The government’s policy programme, agreed in December 
1994, states that the Government is ‘committed to the maintenance and development o f  
the Social insurance system’. The Programme fo r  Competitiveness and Work also 
identifies ‘the maintenance o f the Social insurance system, including the contributory 
principle’ as a priority.
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This statement is also political, invoking political commitments and the support o f the social 

partners. There are two related aspects to this argument about social insurance- political and 

institutional. Politically, that SII was published under the authority o f the Democratic Left 

Minister in the ‘Rainbow Coalition’ o f FG/Labour/Democratic Left at a time when the 

Finance Ministry was occupied by the Labour Party. SII was in essence a statement o f the 

political case for social insurance after a succession o f reductions in rates and a questioning of 

its rationale and employment impact. Institutionally, it signals a divide between the Industry 

and Finance Ministers, on the one side and Social Protection on the other. The Industry 

Department’s White Paper, Growing and Sharing our Employment: Strategy Paper on the 

Labour Market had, like REWGITSW, focused on the implications o f social insurance for 

labour costs and employment. SII was a clear attempt to assert alternative policy logic. Its 

politicised tone is an example o f the interplay o f politics and bureaucracy, similar to Carey’s 

account o f the 1949 White Paper o f politics being played out within the state (Carey, 2008 :)

Analyses o f Policy: Report o f the Review Group on the Treatment o f Households in the 
Social Welfare Code (l99nrRG TH SW 1

This document arose directly from the manner in which the Irish government transposed the 

EU Equality Directive into Irish law in 1985/6, having signed the Directive in 1978. The 

Directive posed specific challenges to Ireland’s provisions. It required the removal o f the 

explicit discrimination precluding married women from an entitlement to UA and conferring 

lower UB payments than men and for a shorter duration. These historic provisions were 

abolished in 1985. The Directive also challenged the discriminatory basis o f dependency. The 

benefit and allowances were structured around the male breadwinner model, with a payment 

for the claimant, an associated, lower dependant’s payment for a spouse, and (where 

applicable), further payments in respect o f child dependants. Critically, married women were 

legally defined as dependants - even if  fully employed and not economically dependent on a 

male spouse. This posed a challenge to Irish policy-makers; how to abolish or adapt the 

construct o f dependency to conform with gender equality, in a context in which the generality 

o f married women were not. in fact, in the workforce, and in which the Constitution expressly 

recognised the domestic role o f women? RGTHSW arose directly from the way policy

makers answered this question.
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In 1986, the government legislated as follows. It legally redefined dependants, so that either a 

male or female spouse could be receive the payment; it retained the structure of dependants’ 

additional payments, but paid these only where the spouse was actually financially dependent- 

i.e. receiving a low level of income. It also retained child dependant payments, but where the 

spouse was above the threshold to be deemed dependant, children were defined as only half 

dependent on the claimant and only half-rate child additional payments were paid. These 

complex changes were then compounded by another. In recognising for the first time the legal 

right of married women to claim UA, the 1985 legislation [S. 12(4), SW Act No.2] imposed a 

limitation on the overall amount a married couple could receive where one was in receipt of 

UA. A married couple where one was in receipt of UA and the other in receipt of a social 

insurance payment or old age pension, could not receive more than the amount payable if one 

spouse claimed and the other was an adult dependant.

This limitation was applied only to married couples in the equality legislation. It was legally 

challenged (the Hyland case) on the grounds that it discriminated against married couples - it 

did not apply, for example, to cohabiting couples or other pairs of claimants. The High Court 

deemed the limitation unconstitutional on the grounds that it gave married couples inferior 

benefits relative to other couples, and consequently did not respect the constitution’s (Article, 

41.3) requirement to ‘guard with special care the institution of marriage and protect it against 

attack’. The government then introduced further legislation [SW, No.2 Act, 1989]. This re

enacted the limitation and extended it to cohabiting couples to redress the specific 

discrimination identified by the superior courts. This response equalised downwards -  as it 

were - the provisions for cohabitees, rather than upwards for married couples. Having applied 

the limitation to married and non-married couples alike, the government then established the 

Review Group “to examine the treatment of different household types under the existing rules 

for determining entitlement to social welfare payments” (RGTHSW, 1991:2).

Briefly, RGTHSW set out some analytical principles to guide its deliberations - the need to 

apply gender equality, the costs of any changes, the necessity o f conforming to the 

constitution, and the desirability of consistency- treating like household circumstances alike. 

However, it recognised the potential conflict between these principles and the difficulty of 

interpreting any agreed principle or set of principles. In the event, RGTHSW identified four 

theoretically possible responses to the problem it addressed (1991; 29-45): retain the payment 

structure as it has evolved to 1989, with the limitation; simply abolish the limitation; extend
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the Hmitation to all households in which UA and other means-tested payments are made; 

introduce a general system o f pre-determined rates o f payment based on the household 

circumstances o f claimants. The report did not reach an agreed conclusion, but distilled two 

contrasting lines o f reasoning from the intricacies o f contemporary provisions and possible 

reforms.

The Chairman o f the Group (who had earlier chaired the Commission on Social Welfare) and 

some members argued that in Ireland “the system is contingency based and that all persons 

who experience this contingency should be treated identically” (RGTHSW: 55). It would then 

follow logically that the limitation should be abolished. Indeed, the Chairman and adherents 

o f this view argued that the main category affected by the limitation were married women, 

and that the limitation should be phased out over a five year period at most. The alternative 

line o f reasoning view was that “the underlying criterion for entitlement is need” (RGTHSW: 

56) and that extension o f the limitation would allow consistent application o f the limitation to 

be applied across all households in similar circumstances. Furthermore, this approach would 

allow the development o f variable rates o f payment based on household circumstances. In the 

event, the system broadly remained as it was in 1989, with the extended limitation in place 

and neither line o f policy reasoning applied in legislation. RGTHSW (1991:56-9) also 

recorded anomalies in the way the limitation and other aspects o f the equality legislation were 

implemented and recommended their immediate redress - for example, the new child 

dependant addition rules were applied to married but not cohabiting couples, and the means of 

married partners, but not cohabiting partners, were assessed for purposes o f FIS. These (and 

similar) anomalies were redressed in legislation in 1991 and subsequently.

A number o f aspects o f RGTHSW should be noted. First, it shows that traditional notions o f 

dependency were tenaciously embedded in policy-makers’ minds; even though the Directive 

explicitly challenged such notions, the 1985 legislation attempted to both implement the 

Directive and retain male breadwinner assumptions. The text o f RGTHSW shows that some 

policymakers simply did not accept that both parties in a married couple could be unemployed 

and therefore each entitled to an unemployment payment. Second, because o f the historical- 

legal context in which it emerged, RGTHSW was impelled to frame its analysis in specific 

terms; can social security incorporate gender equality principles without legally 

disadvantaging married couples in a way that could prompt a constitutional challenge? Later 

policy documents on family policy, lone parenthood and so on, all referenced this issue, noted
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how RGTHSW had evolved and showed great reluctance in expressing support for more 

individualized rights.

Analyses o f Policy; Report o f the Commission on the Family [RCF] (1998)

RCF offers a specific lens through which to view potential influences on social security. It 

was established in 1995 in the wake o f UN Year o f the Family (1994) with wide terms of 

reference. In the years immediately preceding RCF the legal regulation o f family life had been 

especially controversial and in 1995 a highly divisive referendum on the legalization o f 

divorce had taken place and was passed by the narrowest o f majorities. As RCF (1998:2) 

observed, in the run in to the 1997 general election all parties agreed on the need “to prioritise 

support for families” . Furthermore, the original department (Social Welfare) in 1997 was 

given the remit for family policy overall. The terms o f reference were wide-ranging and 

RCF’s membership was wide and independent: six o f its thirteen members were professional 

service providers. In the context o f the present analysis, RCF shows how the role o f social 

security in wider policy was perceived and how this perception related to specific social 

security recommendations.

RCF analysed policies with a view to identifying “preventive and supportive measures to 

strengthen families in carrying out their functions” (1998: 9). In relation to the caring 

functions o f parents, it offered three models o f policy reform (168-9); a simple, cash payment 

to parents working full-time in the home with children to recognise the value o f  this “unpaid 

work”, or a social insurance-funded period o f extended parental leave combined with a 

parental benefit, or a special (higher) rate o f Child Benefit in respect o f all children under 

three irrespective o f the employment status o f the parents, as Child Benefit “is neutral as to 

the choices parents make in relation to the care o f their children” (1998:169). RCF offered 

indicative costs for these measures, but did “not recommend one option over the other”. More 

widely, it noted the tax treatment o f marriage - double tax bands and double (transferable) 

allowances for all married couples, with or without children, whatever the parents’ 

employment statuses -  and described this as a “substantial investment” by the taxpayer 

(1998:169). It then suggested that this investment should be better targeted to households with 

children. RCF, just as later documents would (see below), refrained from drawing the inherent 

policy logic; restructure the tax treatment o f marriage and use the revenue gleaned to improve 

cash benefits or child-related services for children. Instead, RCF cautiously calls for a review,
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notes the constitutional context and the position o f women in the home and refers this issue to 

an Expert Working Group (see below).

RCF contained significant analytical material on changing family structures, growing female 

participation in the labour force and international comparisons o f family policy and 

provisions, h expressed two opinions. First on the specific issue o f lone parents and 

employment it advocated an “employment led approach” (1998; 171) to the improvement of 

their incomes and living standards, but offered little detail here. It suggested building on 

“recent developments”, implying that the significant improvements in means-testing o f earned 

income in the 1990s was the appropriate policy strategy. Second, it reported the full results o f 

a national survey o f the usage o f child care services by parents, detailing (among other data) 

the costs imposed on parents o f acquiring services. Details aside, RCF is significant in the 

general policy it advocates here. As noted above, it records various options for income 

supports for parents with children under 3. In relation to children aged three to five, it then 

advocates an Early Years Opportunities Subsidy “to be redeemed against the purchase o f 

services for children” (1998:244). It offers a rationale for this approach- choice, social mix 

and so on.

The significance o f the subsidy proposal and the payments-for-care for under 3s proposal, 

taken together, is that RCF’s proposals were about cash rather than large-scale, national 

services provision for working parents. RCF was published after more than a decade o f 

growth in maternal employment during which time commercial, informal, and voluntary child 

care services emerged on a large scale - as RCF’s own data showed. These service providers 

had representation on the Commission. The cash-based models RCF recommended started, 

therefore, from pre-existing provisions. As Bonoli (2013) points out in his analysis o f the 

emergence o f active social policy, past patterns o f  service provision structure the timing and 

patterns o f active social policies. RCF responded to existing provisions; moreover, it reported 

to a Minister and department whose sole brief, historically, was about incomes rather than 

services.

Analyses o f Policy: Report o f the Working Group Examining the Treatment o f Married. 
Cohabiting and One-Parent Families under the Tax and Social Welfare Codes (1999) [RWG1; 
Review o f the One Parent Family Payment (2000) IROPFPI: Government Discussion Paper- 
Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents (2006) IPSLPI.

172



These documents can be considered as one suite o f published analyses, as they all grappled 

with common, inter-related issues: the modernization o f social security in the light of 

changing family forms, an increasing emphasis on employment, as well as gender equality. 

All three documents explicitly refer to the constitutional cases o f the 1980s and suggest that 

the constitution’s privileging o f the marital family should structure social security reform 

(RW G, 1999:18):

Over the last twenty years there have been a number of legal cases which have ruled on the 
constitutionality of specific tax and social welfare provisions. It is important therefore that any 
examination of the treatment of families under the tax and social welfare codes take into 
account the legal context in addition to societal and labour force changes

The first (RWG) spans the tax-social security systems, sets out a range o f possible reforms, 

and attempts to assess their likely impact. Briefly, these reform options are:

•  reduction in the transferability o f tax bands and allowances allowed to all married 

couples with the revenue gained allocated to families with dependent children;

•  joint taxation o f cohabiting couples with children to align the tax treatment o f ‘m arital’ 

and ‘non-marital’ families

• Restructuring o f social security around the concept o f a household payment -  a 

payment on a one-per-household basis and designed to reflect the actual economies of 

scale that all households experience

• Retain the structure o f social security and increase the Adult additional dependant’s 

portion o f the payment to 70% of the personal rate

• Individualization o f social security

These options vary in the specific objectives they might address. In the present context, the

key aspects o f RWG are the absence o f any agreed recommendations and the terms in which 

the issues were presented. RWG (1999:14) bluntly stated that “The Group did not reach any 

agreement on the issues raised above. It considers that the situation requires more detailed 

examination”. A number o f revealing themes underpin RW G’s analysis. First, in considering 

individualised taxation and social security the Group repeatedly juxtaposes the relative 

positions o f employed married women and women in the home (1999:31):
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The ex isting arrangem ents are designed  to g ive a balance betw een  w om en  in paid em ploym ent 

and w om en w orking fu ll-tim e in the hom e; a m ore individualized  tax system  w ould  im prove the 

incentives for w om en to work but w ould  lead to a relative deterioration o f  the position o f  people  

w orking in the hom e

Second, the Group was divided on the fundamental issue of the unit of social security and 

taxation. A technical analysis in the report made the following argument. The tax system 

allows double tax bands and (transferable) allowances to all married couples - one earner and 

two earner couples and those with and without children. If this ‘double’ treatment were 

moderated, the substantial revenue gained could be used to significantly increase Child 

Benefit. This would represent a shift of resources to families (i.e. children), and by improving 

Child Benefit (not means-tested) it would enhance incentives. This analysis divided the 

Group, with officials from different departments publicly recording different stances in the 

document. Notably, the argument invoked by those against such reasoning was the primacy of 

the one-earner family; the proposal ignored “the need to avoid unjustifiable discrimination 

against one-earner married households” and would lead to a “greatly increased tax bill for 

married one-earner households with children (RWG; 1999:103).

Third, the Group considered the One Parent Family Payment from particular stances- the 

implications of the OPFP (and related provisions) for family relationships and labour market 

schemes. In the former case, the report (1999:162) candidly states that

The manner in which the social welfare and tax systems can act as financial 

disincentives for lone parents to marry or form other types of stable relationships is one 

of the main issues which lead to the formation of the Group.

It then offers detailed arithmetic examples of the financial effect on couples in hypothetical 

circumstances of marrying or cohabiting; these illustrations show net losses. By implication, 

RWG associated the rise in lone-parenthood and hence the cost of the OPFP with the 

‘incentives’ imparted by the contingent nature of the payment. RWG then referred to the 

indefinite duration of OPFP. Here it raised the argument that perhaps it should apply only 

when lone parents’ children were below a certain age, after which lone parents should lose 

their contingent status and be available as jobseekers.
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In relation to labour market schemes, RWG noted the high participation o f lone parents on 

the largest labour market programme then in place, Community Employment (22% of all CE 

participants were OPFP recipients in 1997), and essentially argued that the terms o f their 

participation were too lenient. OPFP recipients retained their full payment and received the 

CE ‘wage’ which (given the OPFP means-test) did not affect their OPFP. RWG stressed that a 

lone parent’s net income from CE and OPFP was higher than that o f a married person (with 

the same number o f children). The Group then considered a variety o f measures, but did not 

reach agreement - such as counting the CE ‘w age’ in the means-test or giving lone parents a 

lower CE wage. Here too, there was a fundamental difference dividing the group; the Finance 

and Industry Departments on one side viewed CE as “so attractive to lone parents there is no 

incentive for them to progress to employment”, whereas DSP and others identified low 

education and training and the absence o f child care as the obstacles to open employment 

(RWG, 1999:159).

ROPFP (2000) arose in the context o f governments’ adoption o f a Strategic Management 

Initiative incorporating a schedule o f reviews o f public expenditure programmes. 

Accordingly, this report is presented to a template; it documents expenditure and recipient 

numbers and associated demographic trends, reviews management and performance issues, 

juxtaposes objectives and expenditure levels and reviews key issues. The review noted the 

various controversies about the unit o f taxation and benefits, the possible merits of 

individualization and the potential impact on family structures o f the relative treatment o f lone 

and two-parent families. On these issues, the review (ROPFP: 138) was content to simply 

note the “extreme difficulty” o f addressing such issues, it acknowledged the arguments about 

an individualized system and stated that these were outside its scope. However, the Review 

offered definite views about the link between OPFP and employment. Its own analyses 

showed that employment participation among lone parents had risen sharply during the 1990s, 

but the review could not explain this change. Clearly, the reform o f the means-test in the 

1990s was a factor, as it allowed recipients o f OPFP (unlike recipients o f other benefits) to 

retain a substantial portion o f earnings with a full or partial OPFP. For the review, this also 

meant that the growth in employment was not reducing recipient numbers or expenditure.

The Review noted Ireland’s treatment o f lone parents in social security - an open-ended 

payment (till children aged 22), without conditionality, and described the main employment
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scheme for lone parents, the Community Employment scheme , as a “passive approach 

towards training/work” (ROPFP, 2000:85). However, it concluded that;

A work test/time limit should not be applied at this time but that the position should be 

reviewed when access to child care, training, and education opportunities and progression paths 

to employment are more supportive, basically when the infrastructure would support such a shift 

in policy (emphasis added)

Having refrained from an immediate recommendation, the Review (2000:138) confronted the 

fundamentally long-term and unconditional nature o f the OPFP and asserted that change was 

inevitable:

The ever increasing cost o f  the scheme, changing attitudes towards parents working outside the 

home and the fact that a scheme o f  this nature is, increasingly, out o f  step with other 

EU/international social welfare system s makes it almost inevitable that a more fundamental 

change to the arrangements which may introduce some conditionality on claiming will take 

place at som e stage. The pressure for such changes will increase as the cost o f  the schem e rises 

and the infrastructure to support working parents improves. However, in this regard a balance 

has to be struck between econom ic and social considerations and personal choice.

The SPL (2006) document, in contrast to the above documents and the Commission on the 

Family, proposed definitive, qualitative and immediate changes in policy in two critical 

respects; activation and individualization. Where earlier documents stressed the need for 

balance and choice, SPL firmly opted for activation, as follows. Arguing that long-term 

reliance on benefits was undesirable and that employment offered a route out o f poverty, it 

proposed the replacement o f OPFP with a Parental Allowance (PA) to be paid unconditionally 

till the youngest child is five; at that point the recipient would be obliged to engage in job- 

search preparation for a transition period until the child’s eighth birthday. Entitlement to a PA 

would then cease and the parent would then be subject to the rules about unemployment 

payments. As regards individualization, the PA would be payable to a recipient in his/her own 

right; if  a recipient with a child under the age threshold is cohabiting with another claimant, 

both would receive a full personal payment (for example a PA and UA). In couple 

households, therefore, while a household means-test would apply, cohabitation would not 

preclude payment o f a Parental Allowance.
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SPL (2006:114) is distinctive in that it reflected and offered unqualified support for 

contemporary discourse about activation; “The social welfare system is changed from one that 

offers passive income support” . The M inister’s published preface to SPL (SPL 2006:8) states: 

“It is a well-established fact one o f the best routes out o f poverty for lone parents is through 

employment” .

Three final points about SPL should be noted. First, the restructuring o f the income supports, 

while couched in terms o f a reform o f the OPFP, in cash terms actually directly benefits low- 

income couples. Under the pre-reform regime, a lone mother could not cohabit with a partner; 

alternatively, a lone parent who cohabited with an unemployed partner would have an income 

based on UA; a personal rate plus the Adult Dependant Rate plus Child Dependant Rate. The 

post-reform scenario would confer a full PA payment on one parent (where the child is below 

the age limit) and a full UA on the other- a substantial improvement. SPL’s own detailed 

comparisons (2006:107, Table 4.2) confirm that the changes effect a significant increase in 

the net incomes o f low-income/welfare dependent couples, but no change in the incomes of 

those who remain lone parents.

Second, the document makes repeated references to the other relevant policy domains such as 

child care, and training, but it is clear that SPL envisages the income support changes being 

implemented whatever the state o f development o f these other policies. Finally, there is no 

public record o f a demand for the specific proposals in SPL; for example, the RWG document 

contains analyses and working papers by analysts, advocates and voluntary groups but none 

offer critiques or proposals along SPL lines. SPL did not propose an overarching solution to 

the wider questions about individualisation and so on, but focused specifically on lone 

parents. It can therefore be viewed, in part, as the culmination o f a long policy initiative by 

central government to contain the social security costs o f lone parents

Analvses o f Policy: Sharins in Progress National Anti-Poverty Strategy (1997) fNAPSI

Following its participation in the UN Social Summit in 1995 and the summit’s commitment 

that national governments would adopt National Anti-Poverty Strategies, the (Irish) 

government formulated NAPS, and published a document that was self-described as “drawn 

up on the basis o f widespread consultations, particularly with those who are affected by 

poverty” (NAPS, 1997: 1). NAPS largely comprised background appendices, and the largest
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one of these is an attempt at an analytical overview of poverty and related issues (NAPS, 

1997:25-90). In the present context, it is useful to observe NAPS from two inter-related 

stances. First, far from arguing for any specific changes in social security policy it simply sets 

social security policy in the context of pre-existing documents such as CSW and 

REWGITSW, and again places considerable emphasis on employment: “there must be a 

reward for working” (1997:13).

Second, DSP was the parent and host department for NAPS and accordingly set out the only 

explicit, quantitative target in the strategy. This target was not one that linked poverty levels 

or definitions to social security benefit levels, even though the latter were in the political and 

administrative remit of DSP. The target was based on the analytical work of Irish researchers 

(Callan, Nolan, Whelan, 1994). This work dealt with the academic controversy about whether 

poverty should be measured directly by observing actual living standards, or indirectly by 

measuring income. The published poverty research on which NAPS drew showed how 

quantitative data could combine these two concepts of poverty and, in particular, coined the 

concept ‘consistent’ poverty. Those who are simultaneously below a relative income poverty 

line and above a deprivation threshold are consistently ‘poor’; that is, poor on both direct and 

indirect criteria of poverty. NAPS then articulated a numerical target for poverty reduction in 

terms of ‘consistent’ poverty over the period 1997-2007; to reduce it to a range between 5% 

and 10% (NAPS, 1997:9). Clearly, this was a narrowing of the target relative to a target 

based solely on income. Critically, NAPS did not outline a specific target in terms of income 

poverty nor offer any analysis of the link between reducing consistent poverty and future 

evolution of benefit levels.

Strikingly, in 1997 the economy had entered its fourth successive year of economic growth, 

rising employment and increasing incomes. NAPS, in principle, offered a policy opportunity 

to formulate policy goals in relation to indexation of benefits, or replacement rates, or other 

aspects of social security. However, its net point was to contrive a target that was difficult to 

associate directly with developments in social security.

Reviews of Aspects of Policv: Green Paper on Pensions (2007) 1GPP1

GPP was the outcome of a separate policy process established in 1987 as the National 

Pensions Board. Established as a separate advisory body on retirement and pension provision, 

the Board initially (1987-1995) produced a compendium of technical documents on the 

taxation of pensions, regulation of occupational pensions, pensions for the self-employed,
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income-related pensions, and so on. Then, in 1998 the Board offered an overall strategy for 

pensions and retirement. Securing Retirement Income', this is the immediate background to 

the Green Paper.

Securing Retirement Income offered a particular diagnosis and set of solutions to the 

problems in the pensions system:

• A specific target of 50% of gross income as an overall pensions replacement rate

• 34% of the replacement to comprise the State contributory pension, and the balance 
by supplementary provision (occupational or private)

• An increase in the coverage of supplementary provision -low  among women, private 
sector employees, those on low incomes and part-time employees- by means of new, 
regulated, individual savings instruments

• The introduction of tax incentives for the new individual pensions termed Personal 
Retirement Savings Accounts (PRSAs).

The central aspect of Securing Retirement Income was the emphasis placed on coverage; it 

aspired to grow the second-tier of pensions by incentivising individual private saving. This 

was the immediate precursor to GPP. Published nine years later, GPP contained a detailed 

empirical analysis of the pension system as a whole, a discussion of the overall strategic 

options for the system, and specific discussions of policy choices within parts of the pension 

system. In Irish public administration. Green Papers usually contain discussion of policy 

options along with preliminary proposals which, after discussion, lead to specific legislative 

proposals in a White Paper. GPP, however, is a wholly inconclusive document. At the level 

of the major systemic and distributional questions and of quite specific policy choices, it 

merely reviewed policies and provisions - albeit offering rich empirical detail - and offered a 

range of quite specific questions to be addressed in a further consultative process.

For example, chapter 6 reviews social security pensions and raises a range of quite detailed 

issues about contribution rules, individualisation, age-related payments, as well as major 

questions about the rationale for insurance based provisions. The chapter concludes (GPP, 

2007:99) with a seven-point list of questions, such as: “Is the introduction of a universal 

pension arrangement a desirable and feasible option?” and, in more specific vein, “Should a 

formal indexing arrangement linking pensions to some level of prices, earnings, or risk of 

poverty be introduced?”. Likewise, chapter eight reviewed overall models o f pension 

development including the relative role of social insurance and private provision. This
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concluded with a series o f five questions, notably the following fundamental question which 

the GPP itself and its precursor documents from the Pensions Board were assigned to answer:

Is the current system  o f  retirement provision, based on a com bination  o f  State provision, 

through the social insurance system , and voluntary provision through occupational and other 

supplem entary provision, appropriate? I f  the current system  requires to be enhanced, should  

higher pensions be provided through social insurance or through supplem entary provision  or 

both?

In effect. GPP repeats (with added empirical detail about trends, costs, demography, and so 

on) much o f the discussion in Securing Retirement Income, and the government’s earlier 

consultative document. National Pensions Policy Initiative (1997) and the National Pensions 

Board’s compendium of reports. The significance, therefore, o f GPP is the revelation it gives 

o f a fundamental lack o f agreement in the policy community and perhaps o f multiple veto 

players in action. One year after GPP was published and another round o f consultations and 

submissions completed the Minister for Social Welfare (Hanafm, 2008) stated:

W hile there is general agreem ent that action is required in relation to our pensions system , there 

is no clear con sensu s on the extent o f  the reform required, or the manner in w hich  any reform s

should be delivered  striking an appropriate balance betw een all the com p eting  interests

w ill be a d ifficult task.

Policy Analyses: Reviews o f Social Assistance Schemes (Review o f Carer’s Allowance. 
1998; Review o f the Supplementary Welfare Allowance . 2006; Back to School Clothing and 
Footwear Allowance. 2004; Illness and Disability. 2003)

This final suite of documents comprises the reviews undertaken by officials as part o f the 

overall programme o f public expenditure reviews, reflecting the Strategic Management 

Initiative. As such, they are structured according to a general formula, which includes 

monitoring o f expenditure trends and recipient numbers, attainment o f departmental policy 

objectives, and so on. One implication o f this form o f policy deliberation is that these reviews 

pay considerable attention to management and administrative issues as well as underlying 

policy questions. For example, the 2006 review o f Supplementary Welfare deliberated at 

length about the relative roles o f different agencies, appropriate control measures, and staffing 

issues. Against this background, these reviews reveal officials’ policy orientations in a 

number o f ways.
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First, the generally positive evaluations and orientations to retain or expand provisions; for 

example, the Supplementary Welfare Allowances (SWA) Review expressed a firm adherence 

to the scheme. SWA is essentially the 21^‘ century descendant o f the Poor Law, that had 

evolved over time into a national, statutory scheme conferring a legal right to a legislated 

minimum income (subject to a means-test), and also providing housing cost and other 

supplements to welfare families. The underlying policy question was whether such a scheme 

-  operating as a last-resort payment for those in need - was still necessary in the light o f the 

substantial development o f the wider social security system. For the review group the answer 

was emphatically ‘Y es’ (SWA, Review, 2006: 192-3). Quite simply, the group stated that the 

“objectives o f the scheme remain valid” and that in its absence “low income families would 

fall into hardship” (2006:193). This records a commitment, therefore, not merely to a 

discretionary, local arrangement but to a central, national safety net with legally stipulated 

rights - unusual in contemporary social security.

Second, these official reviews invariably touch on policy issues that transcend income 

maintenance. The Disability and Illness review, for example, raises questions about the costs 

o f disability and the feasibility o f ‘cash’ rather than service based interventions; likewise, the 

Carer’s allowance review posed fundamental questions about the balance o f provision as 

between services to support care work and cash payments to those providing care. In fact, 

these reviews record a tendency to defer to cash rather than service provisions, in part because 

o f an unwillingness to follow Strategic Management logic and to tease out policy directions 

with implications for other departments.

Third, there is a consistent frame o f reference for the reviews; reforms are all predicated on a 

wider model o f parallel Social Insurance and Assistance payments. The Review o f the Carer’s 

Allowance recommends the introduction o f an insurance based benefit for Carers; 

correspondingly, the Sickness/Disability review points to the absence o f a means-tested 

payment for those who are ill (and without insurance contributions) and proposes a means 

tested allowance to run alongside the insurance-based Disability Benefit. As the 

Sickness/Disability review stated (2003:200): “In the light o f the significant difficulties and 

uncertainties involved, a move away from the current social insurance/assistance model o f 

income support for people who are ill and people with disabilities is not recommended”

Finally, the Carer’s Allowance Review (1998), while also presented broadly in the 

Expenditure Review template, adds a layer o f  empathy with claimants that comes close to
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advocacy. The other Reviews are consistent in their adherence to new pubHc management 

discourse, for example referring to citizens and claimants as ‘customers’. In the case o f carers, 

however, the Review reproduces (in bold) in its preface, and in an appendix, extracts from 

carers’ letters submitted to it; these are written in highly personal, subjective terms. One 

excerpt reads: “When I took on the responsibility o f taking care o f my mother, I did not 

realise the amount o f work involved, the stress, the expenditure, and the total disruption to 

family life” (Carer’s Review, 1998: v). Elsewhere, the Review approvingly quotes the 

M inister’s statement to the Ddil in 1990; “Let me say that I am very conscious o f the good 

work done by all carers, no matter what their income situation is” (1998:3-30). It is notable 

too that the Review not only publishes a list o f submissions, and summarises them, but also 

reproduces the text o f The C arer’s Charter drafted and published by some voluntary carers’ 

organisations. Unlike any o f the other documents reviewed, the 1998 Carer’s Review shows a 

inclination to expand provisions.

Law

This section turns to policy change as evidenced in law. As explained, Irish social security is 

embodied in national legislation, and the passing o f national legislation every year is a deeply 

institutionalsed policy routine. The immediate legal rationale for the annual legislation is to 

provide a legal basis for benefit changes; as will be seen below, the annual legislation also 

provides a context in which policy adjustments- as well as benefit changes- are legalislated 

for. It is important to note that this annual exercise is itself an institution; it is not legally or 

constitutionally necessary, but has become a policy ritual in which the language and practices 

o f social security policy making are reproduced. Clearly, an account o f social security must 

be based, in part, on legislative change. Expenditure trends, policy statements, and benefit 

changes do not reveal actual, qualitative change, nor do they show the mechanisms through 

which policy makers extend or curtail access to benefits and allowances. In particular, 

analyses o f legal provisons will detect the channels - other than benefit changes - through 

which retrenchment or expansion arrive. Blame-avoiding policy makers, for example, may 

seek to use complex legal provisions to effect change.

The analysis is based on the social welfare legislation enacted since 1981; Part B o f the 

bibliography lists all o f the legislation included in the analysis, which was conducted as 

follows. It identified each section o f all o f the social welfare legislation enacted over the time 

period, and used these as the units o f analysis. Some legislation was excluded; for example.
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the 1990 and 1991 Acts that refer to the regulation o f private occupational pensions. 

Likewise, most o f the Acts contain sections that have no policy  content- such as the sections 

that merely specify dates or titles or administrative details. These sections were excluded, as 

were those that stipulated changes in benefit levels analysed in the previous sections. Finally, 

the analysis refers solely to prim ary  legislation; it does not include the secondary legislation 

which takes the form o f Statutory Instruments. These are legal provisions that the primary 

Act allows or requires the Dail to enact, giving effect to very specific aspects o f the primary 

legislation, such as the date on which benefit changes are enacted, or the exact schedule o f 

income sources to be included in means-tests, and so on.

The bibliography lists the title o f each Act included in each year. Over the period in its 

entirety the analysis includes 330 individual items (sections) o f legislation. This offers a rich 

source o f detailed data about social security change to complement the patterns o f change 

conveyed in the expenditure data.These latter patterns were recorded in terms o f the broad 

expenditure classifications available in the national data, and when expressed in terms o f total 

social security expenditure/GDP they imply that social securtity may have contracted. A 

decomposition o f expenditure change revealed that more complex forms o f change took 

place. Analysis o f the legal provisions allows these complexities to emerge, although the 

legal detail is not an analytical end in itself. In the discussion below, therefore, the legal 

changes are deployed to identify patterns and degrees o f policy change (benefit changes 

excepted). First, the discussion views the changes through the lens o f  social insurance, social 

assistance and Child Benefit. Second, this review is summarised with reference to the 

overview o f the system in 1981 given in chapter three; is the system in 2007 qualitatively 

distinct from its 1981 counterpart ? Third, the changes are assessed according to Pierson’s 

(2001b) widely invoked typology o f welfare state change

In relation to both social insurance and assistance, there is one underlying dynamic; a 

continual process o f incremental change - indexation, as it were. These changes take the 

form o f merely adjusting benefit criteria to evolving incomes, and so on. For example, the 

wage thresholds for entitlement to FIS were routinely updated; likewise, the income ceiling 

for social insurance contributions, and the means-test exemptions for social assistance 

allowances; this kind measure was the single most frequent legal change over the period. A 

further accumulation o f changes broadened and stengthened the system o f social assistance. 

This took the form o f new allowances such as the Carer’s Allowance (1990 Act), the 

Disablility Allowance and the extension o f entitlement to allowances, such as the inclusion of
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part-time employees in the FIS scheme (1994), the extension o f lone parent payments to men 

(1989 Act), the establishment o f a statutory right to appeal refusal o f SWA. In the case o f 

social insurance, the legislation in successive Acts effected two sets o f changes:on the one 

hand, a qualitative widening o f the contribution base with the incorporation o f the self- 

employed (1988 Act), public servants (1993 Act), and part-time employees (1991 Act) and, 

on the other, an amelioration o f the contribution requirements for long-term pensions.

Child Benefit was largeley untouched in the legislation; it remained a universal payment. The 

legislation in relation to the structure o f CB took contradictory courses. Benefit rates 

distinguished one and two child families, then (1989 Act) this was changed to distinguish five 

child families; it was later changed again to have tiered rates; one rate for the first and second 

children, and a higher rate for the third and subsequent children.

Are there instances o f outright retrenchment to be found in the legislation? If, in this context, 

we define retrenchment to mean more restricted legal terms o f entitlement to insurance 

benefits and assistance allowances, then there is clear evidence o f retrenchment. Beginning 

with the 1981 Act. successive Acts cumulatively altered the income bands within which Pay- 

Related Benefit was calculated, and changed the contribution requirements for PRB; then, the 

1994 Act abolished this income replacement benefit for new claimants. Furthermore, the 

underlying contribution requirements for working-age benefits (Unemployment, Disability 

and Occupational injuries) were increased (1987), and restrictions imposed on the duration of 

entitlement (1995). In relation to the state pension, a significant change was made in the 1998 

Act which substantially altered the link between contributions and entitlements for claimants 

in 2012 and later; this change tightens the link between contributions and pensions 

payable.These unambiguous illustrations o f retrenchment need to be viewed in context. These 

cases o f retrenchment all refer to social insurance. In all o f the primary legislation there is not 

one clear instance o f direct, significant retrenchment in social assistance entitlements.

Finally, the sequential, cumulative nature o f legislative change should be noted. The gradual 

attenuation o f PRB, culminating in its abolition in 1994, was noted above. Similar 

incremental change is very common. For example, the 1991 Act legislated for a minumum 

payment to be paid to adults living in the parental home whose UA entitlement is reduced or 

abolished because o f the household means-test. Subsequently (1994), this minimum was 

increased and later still (2003) the legislation confined the parental means-test to adults aged 

25 and older. Likewise, the 1990 Act introduced the means-tested Carer’s Allowance for
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carers o f social security benefit recipients. Later legislation gradually extended the scheme; in 

1994 a substantial disregard o f income was incorporated in the means-test; in 1997, an 

additional 50% allowance was permitted to those providing care to more than one client; in 

1999 the payment was extended to carers o f children aged under 16 and to carers o f clients 

not in receipt o f benefts. This pattern o f gradual change affected the growth o f the Disability 

Allowance, the upward shift (eventually to 22) in the age o f eligibility for Child Dependant 

Additions, and other provisions.

The original (1981) system as described in chapter three, gives a benchmark for comparison 

with 2007, allowing the net change arising from the legislation over the time period to be 

illustrated. Beginning with UB and DB, the paragraphs below offer summary contrasts o f 

benefits in 1981 and 2007 and- where possible- places these in the context o f the respective 

findings in the expenditure analysis

Child Benefit: In 2007, as the analysis o f benefit trends showed, CB was substantially higher 

in real terms than in 1981. Also, it was increased more rapidly than earnings and in 2007 CB 

for three children as a ratio o f gross earnings was 22% compared to 5%in 1981. The basic 

criterion for CB remained unchanged; a non- means tested payment in respect o f each child 

aged under 16 -  or under 18 if  in full time education. The rate structure o f the payment was 

altered repeatedly in the legislation; in 1981 the rate structure conferred a higher payment in 

respect o f the second and subsequent chuldren, and in 2007 the higher rate applied to third 

(and subsequent) children. The expansion o f CB noted in the expenditure data arises, 

therefore, from the combination o f  higher benefits and the increased take-up o f CB in the age 

group 16-18 due to growing educational participation, rather than policy change.

Non Contributory Old Age Pension: The benefits analysis showed that the NCOAP payment 

rose significantly in real and relative terms. In 2007, the fundamental legal framework and 

benefit structure here was the same as in 1981; an age requirement o f 66 and a means-test, 

with a payment system combining a Personal Rate and Adult Dependant Rate. Three 

important sets o f legal changes affected the NCOAP. First, partial individualisation; in 2007, 

adult dependants o f recipients became entitled to personally receive the ‘dependant’ part o f 

the payment. Second, the general Equality Directive legislation was applied to pensions, 

giving individual men and women the right to apply, and altering the defintion o f 

dependency to one based on income rather than gender. Third, the alteration in the means- 

test; a series o f  legislative changes in 1992, 1994, 2000, and 2005 significantly relaxed the
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impact o f the means-test, in particular, the exemption o f both substantial amounts o f capital 

(€20,000 in 2007) and the proceeds o f clients’ house sales (where moving to more suitable 

housing). The overall numbers in receipt o f the NCOAP declined but this reflects the 

increasing coverage o f social insurance rather than retrenchment. NCOAP legislation was 

expansionist, not contractionary over the time period.

State (Contributory) Old Age Pension; The fundamental legal framework for the State 

Pension remained unchanged from 1981 to 2007; in both years entitlement was governed by a 

set o f rules that specified an appropriate year o f entry into (Class A) insurable employment, a 

minimum contribution record and an average contribution history over a relevant time period. 

The pension payable is related to the contribution history. In assessing the legal changes, a 

distinction is necessary between those that affect the cohorts o f pensioners applying before 

and after 2007. The 1995 SW Act altered the link between contribtions and entitlements so 

that those reaching age 65 in 2012 would face significantly higher contribution requirements, 

and beyond that again in 2017 the minimum age threshold would rise to 67. This is a 

qualitative reduction in the State Old Age Pension. On the other hand, a series o f measures in 

the 1990s widened the scope o f social insurance; the inclusion o f part-time employees; the 

incorporation o f the self-employed; the more generous award o f social insurance credits for 

maternal years out o f the labour force; the concessionary inclusion o f previously ineligible 

contributions. The higher eligibility ratio for pensions recorded in Chater four was therefore 

due - in part- to these expansionary policies. Expressed in terms o f Clasen and Van Oorshot’s 

(2000) ‘reciprocity’ principle, the State Pension became less reciprocal for recent retirees 

while simultaneously being pushed onto a longer-term path o f greater reciprocity.

Unemplovment/Disabilitv Benefit: In these cases, the replacement rates were higher in 2007 

than in 1981. However, UB and DB legislation abolished the income-related tier (Pay- 

Related Benefit). In Clasen and Van Oorschot’s terms, this was a clear case o f legislated 

change away from Bismarckian, status maintenance social insurance to Beveridgean social 

insurance. Prima facie  this might be construed as evidence o f general recommodification 

However, this change must be viewed in the light o f the increase in RRs for flat-rate benefit. 

As with the pensions legislation, the imposition o f the EU ’s Equality Directive had an 

expansionary effect on UB and DB; after 1986, married women acquired the same 

entitlements as men in terms o f benefit levels and duration o f entitlement. To assess the net 

impact o f legislative change, it is useful to go beyond the usual measures such as RRs. Such 

an assessment reveals quite complex legislative changes, such as:
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•  The basic social insurance contribution required to qualify for UB and DB in 1981 

was 26 (or more) paid contributions and 26 (or more) paid or credited contributions in 

the last complete contribution year before the benefit year in which a claim is made 

(and for full benefit 48 such contributions). In 2007 the first o f these requirements 

stood at 52 and the second at 39; the net effect here is to require a stronger 

contribution history in 2007 for UB and DB.

•  The duration o f UB under 1981 legislation was 390 days (312 and 156 respectively 

for married women and claimants aged under 18). In 2007 the core entitlement was 

156 days, with duration entitlement graduated according to contribution history; a 

total o f 260 contributions (5 years) is now required for 390 days benefit entitlement. 

This legislative change is also a tightening o f the eligibility-benefit link.

• In relation to the duration o f entitlement to DB, the 1981 provisions allow for 

indefinite entitlement where three years (156 weeks) o f contributions have been paid; 

the duration is limited to one year where the contributions are less than 156. The 2007 

provisions demand five years rather than three for indefinite entitlement, and 

entitlement to one year requires between one year and five years o f contributions. DB, 

like UB, became subject to more rigorous contribution rules.

•  In the case o f both DB and UB, the ‘waiting day’period (subject to some exceptions) 

during which benefits are not paid was three days in 1981; this did not change over 

the time period.

• For both UB and DB the disqualification period for non-compliance was extended 

from six weeks to nine.

The cumulative picture from these illustrations is that access to UB and DB was made more 

restrictive. However, it is important to note that the legislation is complex and a 

representative judgem ent would need to assess a variety o f other provisions, such as the 

treatment o f part-time and casual employment, the sanctions imposed for non-compliance 

with the benefit rules, the legal treatment o f intermittent periods o f unemployment and illness 

and their implications for requalifying for benefit. Analyses o f changes to countries’ social 

protection systems for the working-aged (Clasen and Clegg, 2007) find a general drift 

towards lesser benefits and greater conditionality. The Irish experience - reflected in the 

reversion to flat-rate benefits and the more restricted access to UB -  is consistent with these
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findings. However, a judgement about the direction o f change in Ireland’s provisions for 

unemployed and sick workers should also consider the system o f means-tested 

Unemployment Assistance.

Unemployment Assistance: The benefits analysis showed that UA grew in real terms and 

that the RR rose significantly. Fundamentally, the rules governing UA remained unchanged 

over the period 1981 to2007 ; claimants prove availability for work, proof o f efforts to seek 

work and proof o f need, based on a means-test. An accumulation o f changes to UA suggest 

that policy was somewhat expansionist over the period - in part because o f changes to the 

means-test and in part because o f the way UA was adapted to meet employment-related 

goals. First, the household means-test impinging on adults in their original family homes was 

relaxed; in 1981 this applied to all adults in the parental home, while in 2007 it applied only 

to those under 25 and in the context o f a legally-defined minimum payment. Second, in 1981 

the means-test disregarded minsicule amounts o f means and the value o f owner-occupied 

homes, while in 2007 it also disregarded long-term social welfare payments received by 

claimants’ partners and a substantial capital sum (€20,000 for a single person). Third, UA 

was also affected by the EU Equality Directive and the removal o f the discriminatory ban on 

married women: this too widened the scope o f UA, allowing married women to claim on the 

same terms as married men.

In addition, UA increasingly co-existed with other legislated unemployment schemes and 

payments in a way that effectively expanded unemployment related coverage. For example, 

the Pre-Retirement allowance was introduced to allow workers aged over 55 in receipt o f UA 

for 15 months or more to continue to receive UA without the requirement to seek work. 

Likewise, the Back to Work (and Back to Enterprise) Allowances introduced in the later 

1990s permitted long-term unemployment payment recipients to retain a proportion o f their 

payments after resuming employment, on a sliding scale related to the length o f time returned 

to employment. Increasingly, from the late 1980s UA was effectivley extended by 

establishing the Community Employment Scheme (CE) for the long-term unemployed on 

terms that allowed UA recipients to supplmenent their income with a ‘wage’from CE for a 

specified period, and to permit CE participants to ‘return’ to UA without the three day 

waiting period.
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As in the case o f UB, these changes do not capture all o f the legal and policy detail affecting 

UA, and a truly representative assessment would include more intricate provisions about part- 

time and casual employment, continuous periods o f unemployment, and other matters.

Patterns of Change

In the light o f the present and previous chapter, it is now possible pose the question; has 

social security changed from 1981 to 2007? These analyses highlighted these qualitative 

changes: the demise o f income replacment social insurance for the working aged population, 

first and, second, the translation o f the EU Equality Directive into Irish social security, both 

entailing a shift in principles. The latter change affected all the benefits and allowances and 

partially reconstructed dependency away from the presumed dependence o f women and 

married women in particular. These changes apart, the overall picture is one o f notivceable 

continuity: gradual, incremental expansion o f social insurance and assistance, and improved 

generosity within a fundamentally unchanged framework. M ishra’s (1999) and others’ claims 

about globalisation and other pressures invariably eroding countries’ social protection are not 

vindicated in this analysis.

Table 5.3: Social Security Changes in Ireland, 1981-2007: Pierson’s typology

Type o f Change Definition Examples in Ireland 1981-2007

Recommodification

Changes that require workers to 
accept work on terms more suitable 
for employers

Abolition o f  PRB; stricter contribution 
requirements for UB and DB; shorter 
duration o f  benefits; note also 
decommodification  changes such as higher 
RRs and reformed UA means-tests

Cost containment

Changes implemented solely to 
manage budgetary and fiscal 
pressures

Delayed implementation o f  nominal benefit 
increases in the 1980s; alteration in structure 
o f  CB payments; shift in means assessment 
method for small farmers from land valuation 
to actual incom.e

Recalibration:

Updating

Changes requiring new provisions to 
meet changing needs

Introduction o f  Carer’s Benefit and 
Allowance; Expansion o f  lone-parent 
payments to include men and women o f  all 
marital statuses; Inclusion o f  part-time work 
in social insurance

Recaiibration:

Rationalisation

Changes to adapt to new ways o f  
achieving accepted goals

Introduction and expansion o f  FIS for low- 
paid workers with children; Inclusion o f  
cohabitants as ‘dependants’ in structure o f  
benefits and allowances
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Pierson’s (2001b) typology o f welfare state change can be applied to place the minutiae of 

policy change in a wider analytical context. Pierson distinguished restructuring, cost 

containment and recalibration (in the form o f either updating or rationalisation) to capture 

potentially varied forms o f WS change. Table 5.3 reproduces the typology along with 

relevant illustrations about the present data. Pierson’s typology has limitations, h is not 

always clear, for example, how to distinguish rationalisation from updating; nor does Pierson 

make clear whether individual changes can arise under more than one heading. As the table 

shows, Ireland from 1981 to 2007 shows evidence o f all Pierson’s forms o f change. Two 

other points should be noted.

First, Pierson was attempting to show that WS change could take many forms other than 

general recommodification; hence his focus on alternative patterns such as cost containment 

and recalibration. However, he gave little attention to the possibility that substantial 

decommodification could also occur. Summarising some o f the earlier detail, the chart 

records instances o f recommodification, and also notes the implementation o f some 

distinctively decommodifying measures. Second, while it be spurious to count items of 

legislated policy change as a means o f summarising the data, it is important to note that the 

balance o f legislated policy change is towards recalibration -  indeed, recalibration with 

expansionist outcomes.

This summary, however, reflects Pierson’s continuum of commodification/recommodifcation 

and it is useful to explore classifications o f change which reveal some o f the dynamics o f 

change and forms o f change not easily expressed in terms o f commodification. To this end, 

the following discussion adapts Mahoney and Thelen’s (2010) forms o f change, as applied by 

Hacker (2004) to the US welfare state, to four brief policy narratives. One point about this 

classification should be noted first. Hacker developed it to explore the various forms o f 

retrenchment in the US. In particular he was concerned to show that ‘retrenchment’ might 

take forms other than direct reductions in statutory provisions and that retrenchment was 

structured not only by the institutional milieu, but also by the interplay o f public and private 

interests. As the discussion makes clear, Hacker’s analysis requires some adaptation in its 

application to the Irish cases in question.
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Table 5.4: Conversion, Layering, Drift and Revision in Irish Social Security, 1981-2007

Barriers to Authoritative 

Policy Change

Barriers to Internal Policy Conversion

High

Low levels o f  policy discretion, 

strong policy support coalitions

Low

High levels o f  discretion, weak  

support coalitions

High

Many veto players

DRIFT

T ransform ation  o f  policy due to  

ch an g in g  circum stances

D evelopm en t o f  child  incom e  

supp ort m easu res, 1984-2007

CONVERSION

Internal A daptation  o f  existing  

policy

Invention  o f  C om m unity  

E m ploym en t as an activation  

schem e

Low

Few veto players

LAYERING

(C reation  o f  new policy w ithout 

elim in ation  o f  o ld )

G row th  o f  private p ensions and  

pension  tax expen d itu res

REVISION

(F orm al reform , or rep lacem ent, 

o f  ex istin g  policy)

C uts to D isability  B enefit, post 

1988

Source: Hacker (2004)

The bottom right-hand quadrant is the most recognisable form o f change: ‘revision’ in 

Hacker’s terms. This arises where the barriers to change are low and where there are few veto 

players against change, and arguably fits the case o f the undoubted cuts to sickness (absence 

from work) benefits. The expenditure analysis showed that eligibility declined: in spite of 

higher labour force participation and social insurance coverage actual receipt o f this benefit 

declined sharply from the late 1980s onwards. In 1988, as the record o f government budget 

statements shows, the government announced a significant change; the transfer of 

responsibility for the benefit for the initial weeks o f a w orker’s illness to employers. This 

happened against a backdrop o f employer complaints o f ‘abuse’ o f the benefit and excessive 

absenteeism, all o f which received widespread media coverage in 1987 and 1988 (Hughes).
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However, the government’s response -  transfer o f short-term illness benefits to employers -  

was then rejected by employers, on the grounds that a high proportion o f employers had small 

enterprises and did not have occupational sick pay schemes. This proposal was never 

implemented, but the undoubted cuts were an alternative to it. As Cousins’ (2005), M urphy’s 

(2006) and Hughes’(1988) analyses taken together show, policy-makers tightened 

contributions, reduced the duration o f entitlement, and in a systematic use o f blame 

avoidance mechanisms such as greater surveillance o f claims, lowered receipt o f the benefit 

and expenditures. This revision was -  to borrow Hall’s levels o f policy change - a significant 

lowering in the settings instead o f a fundamental change in the goal o f the benefit.

This change was facilitated by the absence o f barriers. The state fully controlled the 

management o f the scheme, and the employers were not opposed to the change (it was their 

preferred alternative to taking responsibility for short-term claims). Trade unions did not 

oppose it either, as the revised scheme was still within the social insurance model 

recommended by the Commission on Social Welfare, and the unions had already accepted the 

principle o f expenditure controls under the Programme for National Recovery.

Layering occurs, as the lower left quadrant suggests, when a new policy is placed ‘on top o f  

existing statutory provisions. In Hacker’s case, he refers to the expansion o f tax subsidies for 

private retirement provisions, without any overt change or reduction in Federal programmes. 

The context here is that powerful, private interests coped with the popularity o f Federal social 

insurance, by strategically gaining support for private provision without campaigning to 

formally cut Federal provision. Hacker’s point is that the absence o f formal cuts to state 

provision means that on - a narrow definition - retrenchment has not occurred, but that the 

expansion o f private provision alters the wider context for retirement incomes and partly 

privatises risk. On a wider definition, retrenchment may occur because the layering o f private 

provision in the context o f unchanged state provision may reduce the capacity o f the 

retirement provisions overall to meet their fundamental goals.

There are parallels here with pension policy in Ireland. The state pension was not retrenched; 

there were no overt demands for this. Its popularity and its integration with private 

occupational provision formed strong barriers to policy conversion, but equally there were 

few barriers to policy change in relation to the introduction, legalisation, and tax-susidisation 

o f individual PRSAs. The pension system in Ireland was therefore ‘layered’ with a private 

second tier, although Hacker’s account o f the specific political dynamics in the USA may not
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apply to Ireland’s layering story. As M oran’s (2007) account o f Irish developments showed, 

the pensions industry in Ireland did not use its role on the National Pensions Board to argue 

for lower state provision; in fact, it set out a specific role for state provision as a foundation 

for the private, second tier it also advocated. Hacker’s warning about interpretations of 

‘retrenchment’ still applies, however. The layering o f a private second tier alters the capacity 

o f society’s retirement provisions to socialise risk.

The top left quadrant refers to drift -  a form o f retrenchment in Hacker’s terms that arises 

from the failure to adapt existing policies to changing social conditions. Again, this form of 

change refers to contexts where no overt reductions are made to public provisions, but 

evolving conditions erode the capacity o f the existing (non-retrenched) provisions to meet 

their goals. Ireland’s maze o f child income provisions approximates this form o f change. 

Briefly, in 1984 the government introduced Family Income Supplement (FIS) -  a means- 

tested payment for low paid employees with children - to compensate for the abolition of 

food subsidies. FIS co-existed with universal Child Benefit (CB) and the Child Dependant 

Additions (CDAs) paid to benefit recipients in respect o f each child; in addition, taxpayers 

had very modest child tax allowances, although these were finally abolished in 1986 as part 

o f long-term restructuring. In 1985 in Building on Reality the government announced a 

reform; the three separate forms o f  income support for children (FIS, CDAs, CB) would all 

be abolished and replaced by a single, ‘unified’, taxable Child Benefit payment. What 

happened? The three-fold structure o f provision remains fully in place.

Defining this absence o f change as drift allows us to place the expenditure and documentary 

analyses o f CB in context. Since the 1985 announcement the social context has rapidly 

evolved; a rise in lone parenthood, the growth o f precarious employment, an increase in 

female and maternal employment, and so on. The expansion o f CB, the gradual widening of 

FIS, the retention -  and extension - o f CDAs, have not prevented a persistently high rate of 

child poverty, a very high risk o f income poverty among lone parents, and a rising incidence 

o f  poverty among employees with children. These social outcomes derive in significant part 

from the structure o f provisions, and the way these structures combine with the policy 

environment to impede authoritative policy reform.

Once FIS was introduced, it became a benefit that unions protected through social partnership 

channels- in spite o f  its low take up and disincentives. Likewise CDAs; they became an 

important component o f the income package o f welfare families, and their abolition would
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have required substantial compensatory changes elsewhere. CB had always been popular and 

its mooted taxation as part o f a ‘unified’ benefit had no active supporters. Formal policy 

analyses identified the kind of changes needed to realign social security with the labour 

market and changing family structures; individualisation o f tax and social security, stronger 

maternal employment policies, a switch to care services away from cash provision for 

families, integrated approaches to benefits for low-paid employees. However, these changes 

have faced high barriers to both internal policy conversion and authoritative policy change. 

Drift here is a case o f policy continuation with a modicum o f expansion within the existing 

policy framework

Finally, conversion arises where the internal barriers to it are low and the barriers to 

authoritative policy change are high. The emergence o f Community Employment (CE) in the 

1990s as the largest labour market measure in response to long-term unemployment can be 

explained in these terms. CE was not activation or workfare; it was a voluntary scheme that 

replaced the participants’ benefits with a ‘wage for part-time work’ in a community setting, 

with the work organised by civil society groups, voluntary organisations and community 

groups. The scheme improved participants’ incomes and provided labour to otherwise under

funded services. This was an internal adaptation o f existing policy to develop social inclusion 

measure for the long-term-unemployed. How did CE emerge and grow to become the largest 

labour market measure over the 1990s?

In 1992, the issue o f long-term unemployment featured in the general election and the 

incoming government committed itself to ‘inclusion’ measures. When the national 

partnership structures were widened to incorporate the ‘excluded’, the pressure to adapt 

policies increased. FAS (the labour market organisation) was independent o f the central 

departments and had direct access to European Social Funding and therefore considerable 

policy autonomy. It exercised this autonomy, post 1992, to develop and implement a 

‘scheme’ for the long-term unemployed. The scheme was popular with participants and 

rapidly proliferated; in turn this meant it had a local, visible presence and hence local political 

support across parties. As Boyle’s (2005) in-depth case study shows, politicians vied to 

obtain places on CE for constituents and advocated to procure schemes for their constituency. 

CE had a low progression rate to open employment and a poor record o f  skills enhancement 

and training - all documented in a range o f studies (O ’Connell and Me Ginnity, 1997). When 

the Fianna FJ/7-Progressive Democrat government moved to reduce FA S’s role and curtail 

the number o f CE places (in the context o f the buoyant labour market in the late 1990s) there

194



was widespread opposition: from organisation providing schemes for ‘trainees’, from welfare 

activists and from within the Fianna Fail backbenches

Even though CE was ineffective in technical terms it was popular: popular among 

participants because it was voluntary and improved their income; popular among politicians 

because it was a source o f clientilist influence; popular within the wider state structure 

because CE was largely EU-funded and provided solutions to underlying problems that 

central government departments had not addressed. CE emerged and developed because of 

way the developmental nature o f the Irish state gave autonomy to satellite agencies such as 

FAS. For its part. FAS built an advocacy coalition in support o f CE comprised o f local and 

national politicians, civil society service providers reliant on CE funding, and welfare 

advocacy groups. In the context o f the present thesis, the significance o f  Boyle’s and other 

studies (NESC, 2011) o f Irish activation is two-fold. First, methodological; an analysis o f 

expenditure data (Vis, 2007) would show that Ireland had moved in the direction of 

activation - ‘workfare’ in Vis’ terms. This narrative shows - as does Clasen and Goerne’s 

(2011) analysis o f the Hartz reforms - that careful scrutiny o f the institutional detail is 

necessary to understand the actual substance and implementation o f labour market policies. 

Second, substantive: the evolution o f CE along with the state’s passive interpretation of 

activation policy in Ireland supports Boyle’s (2005:12) observation about Ireland’s welfare 

model:

Neither the neo-liberal route o f  a punitive workfare system and an intensification o f  

residualism, nor a social democratic route o f  greater universalism and the growth o f  public 

social services have emerged as acceptable policy routes in Ireland.

Conclusion

This analysis o f policy and law showed a commitment to a social insurance and assistance 

model and -  in the 1990s and later- recognition that such a system should be employment 

focused. Equally, the nature o f the employment reorientation was slow and adapted to a 

somewhat paternalistic, passive discourse. There is no evidence here o f serious attempts to 

undertake systemic retrenchment -  alter the goals and expectations o f the public about 

welfare. Nor is there evidence o f a willingness and capacity to implement structural 

reforms. The overriding picture is one o f policy stability with patterns o f change that are 

difficult to compress into neat analytical categories. Irish social security remains a basic 

security regime, somewhat more generous and wider, responsive in the short-term to sharp
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economic fluctuations, but not the subject o f ideologically based differences in parties’ 

policies.
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Chapter Six 

Discussion

Introduction

This concluding chapter offers an interpretation o f the findings recorded in chapters four and 

five, drawing on the repertoire o f concepts and tools in institutionalist approaches to WS 

change. It proceeds by first giving a brief overview o f the thesis and placing it in a 

comparative context. Then it locates the findings in a path dependent dynamic and explains 

how that dynamic emerged and evolved. Finally, it reflects on the implications o f the 

findings, both substantively and in terms o f future analyses o f social security in Ireland.

Overview

The thesis analysed the Irish social security system over the time period 1981-2007, drawing 

on a comprehensive range o f data. The analysis spanned alternating episodes o f crisis and 

prosperity, repeated changes o f government and the emergence o f new parties, the 

resurrection o f social pacts and the demographic shifts associated with the new risks. Far 

from recording paradigmatic change or drastic retrenchment, Irish social security experienced 

episodes o f cost containment, outright expansion, and varied forms o f adaptation.

To place these findings in comparative context it is useful to recall the accumulated findings 

o f WS scholars about social security change since the end o f WS golden era. There is, first, 

agreement that the pattern o f change in social security goes beyond a growth to limits scenario 

in which the most mature systems would regress the most (Korpi and Palme, 2003), and that 

cash benefits relative to incomes in general are less generous . Pensions -  the pillar o f the WS 

-  have been transformed by various means. The role o f private, second and third tier pensions 

has expanded, PAYG regimes are being diluted in favour o f  pre-funding, and generous public 

pensions are no longer favoured as instruments o f early labour market exits. In public 

provision there has been a shift towards basic provisions away from income replacement, and 

attempts are being made to adapt social insurance pensions to the needs o f NSR groups such 

as women and carers (Anderson and Meyer, 2006; Ebbinghaus, 2012). In some European 

countries, these pension changes are part o f a broader regime transition in which corporatist 

social insurance systems have waved a long goodbye to Bismarck (Palier, 2010). The defining 

characteristics o f this regime are: entitlements tied to paid contributions, income replacement 

cash benefits, financing based on payroll, and governance through semi-public structures. All
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four elements o f this system are being attenuated, and there are examples o f  outright 

dismantling - such as Germany’s Bismarckian pension system (Schmal, 2007).

In relation to the working age population, the unemployed receive lower benefits and have 

less generous entitlements in terms o f duration o f payment and waiting days for payments, 

and face stricter work search requirements (OECD, 2007). These changes are embedded in a 

wider process o f triple integration o f unemployment provisions, entailing benefit 

homogenisation, risk re-categorisation and activation measures in merged unemployment 

services (Clasen and Clegg, 2012). Changes in the treatment o f  the unemployed are part o f  a 

wider shift towards active social policy (Bonoli, 2013), that is an employment based approach 

to all adults o f working age, entailing the induction o f formerly passive members o f the 

population into the workforce, and hence a tendency to homogenisation o f benefits for 

working age adults. Active social policy has also affected the employed workforce: benefit 

systems have been adapted to directly incentivise the low-paid workforce in particular by 

means o f reformed cash payments (and other means) (Andreb and Lohman, 2008). Finally, 

the response o f the WS to new risks has led to innovations in benefit systems for lone parents, 

carers, the young unemployed, and dual-eamer families. Overall, the balance o f provisions in 

social security has tended to shift from ‘old’ to ‘new’ risks (Armingeon and Bonoli, 2006).

For some observers these changes are highly significant. Commenting on the shift to pro

employment and related policies in Western European welfare states, Bonoli (2013:1) 

identifies a “true paradigm shift” . Similarly, Bonoli and Natali (2012:3) refer to “profound 

changes” that have led to a “new” welfare state, and others have gone as far as identifying a 

specific new WS - the social investment state (Van Kersbergen and Hemericjk, 2012). Not all 

scholars accept this verdict o f substantial, qualitative change.

Pierson, for example, re-asserted his resilience thesis on two related grounds. First, the 

context in which the WS functions is dramatically different than at its peak: “the social world 

o f  2010 is a vastly different place than that o f the mid-1970s” (Pierson, 2011:7). Against this 

background - which includes a halving o f union density in OECD countries -  the degree of 

change over the long-run, as indicated by replacement rates, generosity measures and 

coverage, has been modest: “the evidence suggests a surprising level o f stability” (2011:18). 

For Pierson, the scale o f change has been modest relative to what might be expected on the 

basis o f the transformation in the social, political and economic contexts. Second, Pierson
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(2011:11-12) argues that scholars’ discovery o f change is a methodological artefact. 

Quantitative research (Korpi and Palme, 2003, for example) explains whatever degree o f 

change it finds; qualitative studies o f countries, regimes, and programmes tend to search for 

detailed evidence o f policy change rather than stasis and to explain it. Neither research 

strategy addresses the central question o f how much change there is to explain, given that 

different theories “have, or should have, different expectations about whether we should 

anticipate large or small effects from particular changes in social circumstances over time” 

(2011:12).

Scholars have undoubtedly identified change, but they have not yet agreed on an overarching 

conclusion. Pierson insists there has been relatively little change, and others observe new 

paradigms; the bottle is half empty and half full, it might be said. However the changes noted 

above are characterised, what it is striking is that the evidence for Ireland does not reflect 

significant qualitative change. Certainly, some o f the changes in Ireland mirror the direction 

o f change in many other contexts -  a stronger employment orientation, expansion o f new risk 

provisions, for example -  but the overall picture, viewed comparatively, shows strong 

underlying continuity. What was the root o f this path-dependent change?

Continuity, Path Dependence and the Avoidance of Retrenchment

Pierson (2004:17-54) has cautioned that definitions o f this path-dependence range from very 

bland claims that history matters to a more specific definition: that certain social processes 

follow trajectories that are inherently difficult to reverse because o f the presence o f so-called 

feedback effects. At a certain point in the development o f institutions and policies, Pierson 

(2004:21) explains, “the probability o f further steps along the same path increases with each 

move down that path; in other words, the “costs o f switching to some previously plausible 

alternative rises” . Path dependence is not simply inertia, however. As Andersen (2002) points 

out, path dependence accounts can take constructivist forms that recognise the role o f agency 

and ideas: based on their interpretation o f problems and solutions decision-makers choose 

paths, as it were.

In observing continuity and the absence o f pervasive retrenchment, the first point to note is 

that there was no general economic or demographic pressure on social security over the whole 

time period, globalisation notwithstanding. O f course, there are competing analyses o f the 

potential and actual impact o f globalisation on Ireland. Whatever the merits o f these
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arguments and counter-arguments, the net point is that Ireland’s contrasting economic 

fortunes in the 1980s and the 1990s and later is not consistent with a picture o f increased 

globalisation inducing economic pressure; it was not required to choose either a compensation 

or efficiency strategy. Equally, Ireland did  experience economic crisis in the 1980s, but the 

well-documented sources o f this crisis were more immediate than globalisation theorists 

would suggest (abandonment of the sterling link, fiscal expansionism, monetarist-induced 

recession in the UK with its impact on Irish demand and interest rates). It is also clear from 

the empirical detail that the 1980s crisis ushered in an era o f cost containment, and o f a 

gradual attenuation o f high income replacement benefits. Viewed over the period as whole, 

however, the undoubted cuts in the 1980s and early 1990s were short-term interruptions in a 

longer period of continuity and recalibration.

Why then, from the 1980s to the early 1990s in response to economic crisis, did Ireland -  a 

supposedly liberal welfare state in the Anglo-Saxon, Thatcherite sphere o f influence - eschew 

outright neo-liberal social security policies? The contrasts here with New Zealand are 

instructive (Obinger et al 2010; O ’Brien, 2008). Both countries are demographically small, 

late industrialisers, with important cultural and economic ties with the UK, and both 

experienced an economic transition in the late 1970s triggered, in part, by their respective 

vulnerabilities in the world economy (in NZ, reliance on agricultural exports to specific 

markets and a protected, indigenous manufacturing sector). NZ implemented its final 

expansionary WS measure in 1975 - National Superannuation, and from 1975-84 entered an 

era o f transition and social security cost containment under Roger Muldoon as Prime 

Minister. In 1984, after a change o f government to Labour, the finance minister, Roger 

Douglas, liberalised its economy and adopted neo-liberal policies that “fundamentally 

restructured the NZ economy” (Obinger et al, 2010: 142). The restructuring included cuts to 

unemployment benefit and attempts to emasculate the universal pension. Such was the 

ideological and policy coherence o f the programme - and the speed o f its implementation - 

that it earned the sobriquet ‘Rogemomics’.

In the 1980s, social security by and large escaped the reforming zeal o f  the Rogemomics 

advocates, but under the National-led governments o f 1990-1999 and in particular in the early 

1990s NZ experienced “deep benefit retrenchment in virtually all areas o f  the welfare state” 

(Obinger, et al 2010: 164). This retrenchment could, in part, be rationalised by the precarious 

state o f the economy which had slipped in to recession. However, NZ political leaders and
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Treasury officials not only embarked on a cost containment programme, but offered a 

particular diagnosis of social security and the WS: it was at the root of the economy’s 

problems. Accordingly, at this point WS politics in NZ was not about blame avoidance or 

obfuscation, but an attempt to articulate a new goal for the WS -  a safety net. O’Brien 

(2008:193) summarised the net policy impact: “the social security system had been redefined 

as providing temporary support, at a modest level, a level that can rightly be described as 

mean”.

This contrast with the broad continuity in Ireland highlights the way that contexts structure 

social security policy change. In relation to political institutions, NZ was the iconic 

majoritarian, ‘Westminster’ system with no veto points, whereas Ireland scores as a moderate 

on veto points. Where NZ has a simple, first-past-the post electoral regime, Ireland uniquely 

has PR, multiple seat constituencies, and the single transferable vote, tending to generate 

coalitions and induce intra-party competition. The impact of the latter is to diminish policy- 

based conflict across parties, and this impact is reinforced by the absence of class-based 

parties and the clientilist, local orientation of its politicians.

Turning to ideas and discourse, the contrast between the two countries clearly illustrates 

Schmidt’s (2002, 2008, 2011) analyses of the role of coordinative and communicative ideas in 

facilitating change. The former refers to discursive practices among policy elites and the latter 

to the communication of ideas to the electorate and the public. In simple, unitary majoritarian 

polities such as NZ policy actors can more easily construct coordinative ideas, but the wider 

political challenge is to communicate these ideas widely to legitimate policy change. Schmidt 

shows how the NZ elite successfully formulated coordinative, but not communicative ideas. 

Hence, in the 1990s the National Party’s programme of retrenchment (1990-1999) was deeply 

unpopular (and led to a referendum that would change the electoral system) and in 1999 and 

beyond NZ entered a phase of rebuilding and reshaping its WS. This entailed significant 

repudiations of some retrenchment measures. In the UK, however, Mrs Thatcher, in an 

equally centralised majoritarian polity, was more successful in instituting neo-liberal reforms 

and securing their legitimacy by means of communicative discourse. As Schmidt (2002:174) 

explained, Thatcher appealed to deep-seated British liberal values and symbols, and 

persuaded the general public “not only of the superior logic of market capitalism - which she 

contrasted with the Labour Party’s ‘socialism’ and corporatism and the Tory ‘paternalism’ of 

her own party - but also of its appropriateness”.
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In Ireland’s case these institutionalist insights about the interplay o f ideas and institutions help 

us to understand Ireland’s avoidance o f general retrenchment. Dukelow (2011: 420) pointed 

out in her account o f the 1980s that retrenchment rhetoric was not wholly absent from Irish 

political discourse, but that “its ideological tone was muted”. Institutionalists can explain this 

muted tone: polities vary in their capacity to spawn and accommodate ideas (Schmidt, 2002, 

2008). The Irish polity, institutionalists would suggest, is simply not amenable to successful 

communicative political discourse directed at radical policy change; this is precluded by the 

veto points, the electoral system, the absence o f policy driven parties, and the paternalistic 

nature o f  its political culture. Ireland could not incubate a Hartz reform, or Tony Blair’s Third 

Way, or New Zealand’s Rogernomics. Furthermore, Ireland lacks the particular reservoir o f 

ideas, values and symbols on which a neo-liberal communicative discourse could draw. 

Ireland’s ideational, political and cultural heritages concern nationality, land and family rather 

than liberal individualism, and the Irish state, dominated by Fianna Fail, has remained 

interventionist.

Surely, it might be argued, the secularisation o f Irish society, the growth o f an employed 

middle class and the emergence o f a liberal party together created conditions conducive to 

retrenchment. The secularisation o f Irish society was not matched, however, by the waning o f 

the paternalistic, passive notions that policy makers adopt in formulating and articulating 

policy. Moreover, the dilution o f Catholic religious practice and the decline in the Church’s 

institutional credibility was not accompanied by the rise o f a strong secular, anti-welfare party 

o f the Right. Politics mattered, o f course, but in a particular way. Fianna Fail was in 

government (either in coalition or as a minority government) for eighteen o f the twenty six 

years in question, and the ‘politics without social bases’ description ignores a critical point 

about Irish WS politics. Historically, Fianna Fail was a pro-welfare party. It not only draws 

support from diverse social categories, but also a majority o f those with left-wing convictions 

support it (Whelan 1994; Garry, Hardiman and Payne, 2006). History and the evidence o f the 

past quarter century shows that it is still acutely aware o f  its support base and the electoral 

implications o f changes in welfare policy. O f course, party differences are reflected, not in 

benefit levels but in the willingness o f Fianna Fail at critical electoral junctures to respond 

popular demands for particular reforms. The dominant party can neither pursue retrenchment 

nor advance class-based redistribution. This stasis is then reinforced by the electoral system 

and gives rise to policy continuity.
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Continuity and the Chosen Path

What specific form did policy continuity take? The evidence o f the earlier chapters is that in 

the 1980s and 1990s social security evolved in the context o f the Commission on Social 

Welfare’s analysis and the National Partnership agreements^. In understanding these 

particular developments it is useful, following Pierson (2004:2), to place their “politics in 

time”, to observe sequencing, and in particular to note that “If two events or particular 

processes occur at the same historical moment, the results may be very different from when 

they are temporally separated [in some cases regardless o f the sequence in which they 

otherwise arrive]” (2004:55). Arguably, the interaction and sequencing o f these and other 

relevant factors were critical to the evolution o f social security over the long-run. Both the 

CSW and the PNR were fermented against the backdrop o f Mrs. Thatcher’s first two terms in 

office in the UK, and the implementation o f some cost-cutting in Irish social security. The 

impact o f neo-liberal policies was visible, therefore, in the early 1980s, not only to Irish trade 

unionists, but also to the Commission. In its report the commission candidly recorded its fear 

o f such impacts (CSW, 1986: 88): “We recognise that the prominence o f this ‘new right’ has 

had policy influence in Britain and the United States in recent years and may be gaining 

adherents in Ireland”. It then explained why such policies would be inappropriate in an Irish 

context - a strong tradition o f concern for the poor, a high level o f need for income supports, 

and so on.

In 1986 and 1987 two sets o f developments then accumulated to give the CSW ’s analysis a 

defining role in the evolution o f social security. The analytical document preceding the 

partnership agreement, prepared by the NESC (1986), was A Strategy fo r  Development 1986- 

1990, and it gave broad assent to the Commission’s analysis; the same individual trade union 

and employer leaders were members o f both the Commission and the Council o f the NESC 

and signatories to both reports. As the NESC report was being finalized a contingent set o f 

events contrived to publicize and politicize the Commission’s report (for a full account see 

McCashin. 1992).

Early in 1986, in the Coalition government’s reshuffle, the Labour Party Minister for Social 

Welfare was replaced by a Fine Gael Minister. In turn, this Minister became embroiled in a

 ̂ The present writer was a member o f  the Secretariat o f  the C om m ission on Social W elfare, 1984-6, and the 
N ational Econom ic and Social C ouncil, 1986-92
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controversy about the Commission. The commission’s report was inadvertently made public 

before its official publication and the leaked headlines focused on the overall cost o f its 

implementation and the M inister’s response to this; for example, the Irish Times (2 June, 

1986) reported that the “Minister is staggered by report on social welfare” . Some weeks later 

an official government statement explained that: “In present circumstances and for the 

immediate future it would be beyond the capacity o f the country to fully implement the 

Commission’s proposals. This is an unpalatable reality” {Irish Times, 16 June 1987). These 

developments engendered a rebuke by ICTU and accusations in the press that the ‘right w ing’ 

Minister had attempted to undermine the Commission. In August 1986 when the CSW 

document was fully and officially published, the government offered a more moderate stance, 

stating that the “the government takes this report very seriously” and that the department was 

“actively assessing the implications o f the report” (DSW, August 1986). At this point, the 

report had been politicised and these developments led to an informal, public campaign in 

favour o f its implementation.

This sequence o f events was compounded by another. In winter 1986/7 in the run-in to the 

general election, the Minister become embroiled in a further political controversy about social 

security: on this occasion over the terms on which the EU ’s Equality Directive would be 

implemented. Briefly, the proposed terms entailed a loss o f income for some women and 

families and some o f the welcome changes were to be deferred. Advocates o f the CSW and 

the press conflated these developments in a way that portrayed the Minister and Fine Gael as 

anti-welfare, transforming the CSW into an election issue. The Labour Party’s strategy in the 

spring o f 1987 was to contrive a rationale to withdraw support from Fine Gael on the grounds 

o f the cuts in the Budget proposed by the Fine Gael Minister for Finance (for accounts o f 

these developments see McCashin, 1992); Fine Gael’s perceived stance on the Commission 

played to this agenda.

In the 1987 general election, the Workers Party and the Labour Party campaigned broadly on 

an anti-cuts platform and they advocated implementation o f CSW. Fianna Fail, likewise, ran 

a populist, anti-cuts campaign but made no commitments about the CSW. It returned to office 

in April 1987 as a minority government, and contra its populist campaign committed itself to 

overall public expenditure reductions. Critically, however, in the Budget o f 1987 Fianna Fail 

explicitly adverted to the further social security cuts proposed by the outgoing government, 

repudiated these as “harsh and unnecessary” and explicitly committed the government to
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social security developments informed by the Commission (Minister for Social Welfare, 

Budget Debates, 2 April 1987):

The Report o f  the Com m ission on Social Welfare, since its publication in August 1986, has been the 

subject o f  considerable discussion and analysis. 1 have considered the view s on the report o f  many 

organisations and individuals who have a direct interest in social welfare. I w ill be taking the Report o f  

the Commission and all o f  the view s I have received on it fully into account in planning the reform 

and development o f  the social welfare system.

One year later in 1988 the Minister again invoked the Commission in introducing legislation 

to extend social insurance and did so throughout his term o f office. Some months later the 

Programme fo r  National Recovery was agreed by the social partners and the government, 

underpinned by the NESC report. This contained an overall endorsement o f the CSW, as did 

the two subsequent agreements. As chapter four showed, many o f the policy changes in the 

late 1980s to mid-1990s reflected CSW proposals. The net point is that the events o f  1984-88 

accumulated to the point where policy went down the CSW path.

In terms o f a historical-insitutionalist understanding o f the specific, ‘non-retrenchment’ 

posture o f Irish policy, this narrative also highlights path dependency dynamics. The 

Commission explicitly referred to alternative policy paths. For example, it commissioned and 

then deliberated a separate working paper. Models and Strategies o f  Social Security to review 

international experience o f  integrated approaches to social security (Cook, 1983). It also 

adverted to the income replacement provisions then in place, and the option o f  a wholly 

means-tested system. The choice o f a social insurance model was based on policy criteria in 

the context o f these possible paths o f future development. However, its outright admission o f 

the ‘clear practical advantages’ o f social insurance is an inadvertent revelation o f path- 

dependency reasoning in support o f the recommended policy. Social insurance was already 

moderately comprehensive and underpinned by a successful, legitimate national system o f 

revenue collection and benefit administration; in the terms o f institutionalist logic social 

insurance may have passed the ‘threshold’ at which the costs o f reversal or diversion were 

high. Income replacement, however, applied only to small segments o f the workforce for 

short time periods, and its dilution or removal implied no such costs.
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The narrative also reveals the sequential, cumulative and contingent nature o f events, and the 

role o f political agency. The undoubted impact o f the CSW can be ascribed, in part, to its 

timing: after the social partners had engaged in policy learning and a search for an alternative 

to retrenchment and just before an election in which social security issues became 

uncharacteristically salient. That the partnership agreement was successfully negotiated was 

contingent, as Roche’s (2009) account o f the evolution o f partnership shows; employers were 

hesitant because o f the collapse o f the national pay rounds series in 1981, and the 

governments both before and after the 1987 election doubted the willingness o f the unions to 

accede to the necessity o f correcting the public finances. The active agency o f the incoming 

generation o f trade union leaders was critical here, as the earlier outline o f partnership 

showed. Likewise, as Hardiman (2000) has stressed, while the first agreement had successful 

substantive outcomes this too was contingent; national and international economic 

developments facilitated improvements on the income and employment fronts. Clearly, 

partnership in 1987 and beyond provided, in Blyth’s (2008) terms, “mental models” o f 

economic policy for its participants, but to what extent should we ascribe social security 

policy specifically to partnership?

Scholars agree that in understanding the Irish welfare state the term ‘competitive corporatism’ 

is an adequate depiction o f its political economy (Hardiman, 2000; Rhodes, 2001; Hemericjk, 

2013). However, this description should not be taken to mean that the social partners per se 

composed and then enforced a specific agenda for social security. The avoidance o f general 

retrenchment and the subsequent developments arose from the interaction o f the CSW, the 

timing and policy orientation o f Partnerships and the electoral and political strategy o f Fianna 

Fail. Indeed, it is important to stress that governments post 1987 acted with a degree o f  policy 

autonomy - for example, the expansionary measures after 2000 owe as much to electoral 

pressure as to Partnership influence. Furthermore, a careful scrutiny o f the timing and texts of 

the agreements (see Appendix Table) shows that some o f the agreements referred to social 

security developments already decided on and enacted by government. Finally, the texts o f the 

agreements on which union members voted  referred to the pay aspects, not social security. 

Therefore, an interesting counterfactual arises; would governments have continued with the 

specific social security policies they did, if unions had voted against later agreements? An 

affirmative answer to this question would imply that Partnership was much less important to 

social security than a routine invocation o f ‘competitive corporatism’ suggests.

The Path - from Where to Where?
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In what long-term direction did Irish social security go and was this pre-ordained by the terms 

o f the 1952 settlement and developments immediately afterwards. As Carey (2008) argued, 

the development o f social security in Ireland to 1961 showed the ‘limits to solidarity’: limits, 

that is, to the pooling and sharing o f risks. Developments in subsequent decades pushed out 

those limits and allowed a full social insurance system to grow; we can adapt Palier’s (2010) 

metaphor and describe this evolution as a ‘long hello to Beveridge’. If regime dynamics in 

either Esping Andersen’s or Korpi’s terms had persisted, the very limited social insurance 

system that applied in 1961 and its underpinning coalition would have constrained change 

within a largely means-tested system and a very narrow pooling o f risk.

How do we interpret this widening o f solidarity? Economic and social developments altered 

the social bases o f the fragmented system. Historically, farmers were numerically the largest 

opponents o f risk sharing, followed by the self employed and public sector and higher income 

workers. The economic transformation o f the State reduced farming to a residual role, the 

self-employed sector became more diverse and a substantial employee class emerged; the 

crisis o f the 1980s exposed wide segments o f society to risk and economic vulnerability. As 

Baldwin (1990:20) points out: “Social insurance redistributes directly in terms o f risk, only 

elliptically and mediately in terms o f class” (sic). It was this language o f  risk and solidarity, 

not class, that the Commission on Social Welfare and the NESC invoked, and by the late 

1980s and early 1990s their analyses were no longer opposed. The state explicitly used this 

reasoning in its official documentation and in advancing its proposals at that time for the 

extension o f social insurance. While specific groups bargained over the precise terms o f  social 

insurance - such as contribution rates - there was no longer a viable political coalition 

opposing comprehensive social insurance. The narrative above ascribed the influence o f  the 

Commission on Social Welfare in part to contingency and timing; the other part can be 

ascribed to this wider change in the socio-economic composition o f the population and the 

associated changes in their relative risks and vulnerabilities.

In their ideal typical descriptions o f social insurance institutions Korpi and Palme (1998) 

literally draw shapes to convey their fundamental features. Adapting such a practice to 

Ireland’s social security system, we could describe it as a rectangle, and describe the net effect 

o f the change from 1981 to 2007 in these terms. The floor o f the rectangle was raised and the 

area expanded; the system became more generous and more encompassing. This summary 

requires three important supplements. First, the evidence shows a degree o f policy
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incoherence - for example, the incomplete adherence to reciprocity in social insurance. 

Second, the distributional bargain associated with social security is limited; the improvements 

in social security were not part o f a wider political program of class-based redistribution - to 

the contrary, some o f the social pacts (and programmes for government) which incorporated 

social security improvements also contained commitments to tax reductions. A rough 

approximation o f the development o f distributional processes is that in the ‘bust’ o f the late 

1980s and early 1990s social security improved the circumstances o f those on the very lowest 

incomes, and thereafter expanded somewhat without net redistribution during the ‘boom ’.

To develop the latter observation, it is instructive to move to the level o f policy outcomes, as 

distinct from the policy outputs analysed thus far. With the available data it is simply not 

possible to construct relevant measure o f social outcomes in 1981 and 2007. Even with such 

data, it would be analytically impossible to ascribe changes in such measure to changes in 

social security policy, because o f the counterfactual problem. What would have happened in 

the absence o f the policy changes? If we can infer policy intent from outcomes, then the 

general finding o f policy continuity runs in parallel with a noticeable stability in the overall 

income distribution. At 0.32 in 2007, the gini co-efficient measure remained stubbornly at that 

figure throughout the period; in fact, it was remarkably stable over the decades spanning the 

study. Relative poverty rates rose during the mid to late 1990s and then declined rapidly post 

2000. O f course, these cursory observations are not a substitute for a proper analysis of 

patterns o f poverty and income distribution, but they illustrate the basic tendency to continuity 

in outcomes over the medium to long-run. An initial rise in relative income poverty in the 

1990s in the context o f a rapid rise in incomes overall, was then followed by a cumulative, 

corrective decline. The overall risk o f relative income poverty was 21% in 2000 and 16.5% in 

2007 (Whelan et al, 2003). Among the elderly, the respective figures were 38.4 % and 11.7%; 

a very sharp decline. Again, while these trends cannot be imputed solely to social security, if 

the trends were in the opposite direction we would infer that the social security system had 

deteriorated.

Is it possible to make any assertion about the impact o f social security in 1981 and 2007? A 

critical measure is the poverty reduction measure; the proportionate reduction in poverty as 

between market income and post-transfer income. Again these data are not available, but the 

EU-SILC data for period post-2000 shows that this measure was high and improving; in 2007, 

the figure was 57%. Putting these figures in the context o f the improvements in basic social
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assistance, the higher replacement rates in 2007 and the wider coverage o f some schemes, it is 

possible to offer a tentative assessment o f the social outcome o f the policy changes. Social 

security achieves more poverty-reduction, but has not developed to the point o f reducing 

income inequality over time.

Third, the regime analysis argued that there was a recognisably corporatist or Christian 

Democratic aspect to Irish social security. Could this still be the case? The caution about 

family policy, the resistance to individualization and the very slow pace o f activation reforms 

for women testify to an enduring adherence to the male breadwinner model. In fact, while the 

employment rate among women grew in Ireland from c. 40% (1983) to c.60% (2005), it 

remains significantly lower than the rates for the definitively corporatist or social democratic 

regimes. It is equally telling that a measure o f social security and other policy supports for 

maternal employment - such as Lam bert’s (2008) maternal employment policy index - places 

Ireland in 2003 fourth from the bottom in a ranking o f twenty countries, adjacent to 

definitively liberal countries on one side and Greece on the other. Bonoli’s (2013:189) 

analysis o f active social policy records the general turn to activation and gender equality 

across all regimes in the last two decades, and stresses the complexity o f the factors that 

explain the rate o f adoption o f  such policies. He describes “Southern Europe’s apparent 

failure to embrace the new social policy paradigm” as a “puzzle” . The pace o f Ireland’s 

development here implies that Ireland too is part o f Bonoli’s puzzle: meanwhile, corporatist 

and Christian Democratic countries have changed and embraced active social policy, 

including modernised family policies. In this important respect Ireland has diverged from 

them, and is now a northern European welfare state that looks southern. This is one o f the 

outcomes o f social security and related developments since 1981.

The Path of Future Research

This thesis offered the first attempt to understand WS change in contemporary Ireland in the 

context o f a substantial policy case: social security. As such, it attempted to traverse many 

aspects o f policy using available documentary and statistical evidence and raises many 

important questions for future research. There are two levels at which the implications for 

future research can be gleaned; immediate questions that emerge requiring further analysis 

within the framework o f studies such as the present one, and more fundamental analytical 

questions. We can illustrate the former agenda with two examples. An important shift in Irish 

social security was the gradual abandonment o f income replacement -  a change in the goals o f
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policy. The present account portrays this as essentially a cost containment measure in the 

early 1980s rationalised into a long-term change by the Commission on Social Welfare. Is it 

possible that a more in-depth historical analysis would explain this in power-resource terms? 

The first cuts to pay-related benefit in 1981 and 1982 were opposed by the left-wing Sinn 

Fein the W orkers’ Party in the budget debates. It is possible that individual trade unions 

attempted to oppose this change and mobilised the non-Labour Party left in support; the 

weakness o f the left may therefore explain this policy change. If  this policy development were 

explicable along those lines, it would cast Irish social security politics in more conventional, 

‘old politics’ mould.

The institutional approach attempts to place the state and its institutions centre-stage, and one 

important institution relevant to this study - the Department o f Social Protection - still seems 

hidden behind the formalities o f the many published documents cited. A full historical and 

sociological study o f this institution is warranted, and two different and related line s of 

reasoning arise from the evidence o f the present study. It was clear in the 1990s that DSP was 

willing to stridently and publicly defend social insurance against both employers and the 

economics ministries. If this is the tip o f a political iceberg, then a more detailed study would 

show policy and political battles being fought inside the state, as well as (or instead o f  ) 

between elected politicians.

Equally, it is important to place the DSP in historical and sociological perspective. Carey’s 

(2008) account o f the 1952 Act shows the interventionist leanings o f DSP officials and their 

commitment to social insurance and assistance. In this context, a sociological institutionalist 

would reflect on the mutually constitutive nature o f the individual-institution relationship 

(Hall and Taylor, 1996). This might suggest that, post-1952 a cohort o f civil servants 

subsequently defined their official and social identities in very specific terms: the construction 

o f a social insurance system, completion o f the aborted mission o f 1949-52, and inculcation o f 

subsequent cohorts o f officials with the norm o f social insurance. This line o f reasoning is 

compatible with its almost ritual-like deference to social insurance-assistance as the model for 

social security, and the routine way in which cash benefits and allowances are contrived as 

solutions to welfare problems such as rent allowances. Back to School Allowances, and 

Carer’s Allowance.
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Finally, an aspect of the Irish experience raises a general theoretical issue. The identification 

of regimes and deductions about how regime dynamics affect change over time starts with an 

analysis of WS political coalitions. Ireland, however, does not accord with the established 

model of politics-WS coalitions. Arguably, the model is core-centric, in that it theorises the 

relationship between class, politics and welfare in the early industrialising and most advanced 

economies and welfare states in the world. There is reason to infer that these dynamics may 

differ in semi-peripheral, late-industrialising economies, or economies that are subordinate in 

the world economic order. Specifically, these states tend to have populist politics based on 

diffuse support for national parties, rather than politics premised on the historic cleavages in 

Anglo-Saxon, European and Scandinavian countries. Populist politics reveal coalitions within 

parties rather than strategic coalitions between parties representing different and distinct 

social categories, and negotiating distributional regimes. A number of scholars have drawn 

attention to this populist aspect of Irish politics (Kirby and Murphy, 2011; Cousins, 2005). 

Furthermore, the analysis of Proportional Representation (PR) in Iversen and Sockice’s 

seminal argument and in the applications of it by WS scholars may need further elaboration: 

the different types of PR may give rise to different patterns of party competition and coalition 

possibilities. Uniquely, Ireland has PR. the single transferable vote, and multi-seat 

constituencies, compounding the tendency to intra-party politics.

Clearly, an important task for future scholars is to devise an analytical framework that refines 

our understanding of populism in Ireland and elsewhere, and its implications for WS 

dynamics. Addressing that task would likely widen the sweep of WS studies and prompt a 

search for an appropriate comparator for Ireland. This might - at last -  identify a definitive 

place for Ireland’s social security system in the worlds of welfare. Future scholarship can 

therefore build on the present thesis by first acknowledging the evidence o f the thesis that it is 

no longer adequate to presume Ireland is ‘liberal’ and that its WS dynamics are a simple 

replication of their UK counterparts. Scholars of health care and education could always see 

this instantly, but it should be clear now also to observers o f social security.

It should be equally clear that this work answered Esping-Andersen’s question ‘what is the 

welfare state?’ in a particular way. The WS -  and its social security components -  are 

important and complex institutions in themselves, and their proper analysis requires attention 

to two considerations. First -  as the thesis shows -  the WS provides rich data of various types 

about its activities, and its interrogation is susceptible to various sources and methods. The
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lesson o f the current exercise is that scholars should use various definitions o f the ‘dependent’ 

variable -  quantitative and interpretive. This would prevent them making general 

interpretations such as ‘residualisation’ (Murphy and Kirby, 2008) or ‘dualisation’ (Palier, 

2010) from illustrations or -  even worse -  from aggregate expenditure data. Second, social 

security should not be wholly subsumed into a subordinate analytical category in deference to 

larger concepts like ‘globalization’ and ‘the state’. The empirical evidence o f this and other 

studies surely is that we can no longer simply infer social security trends -  or even fruitful 

hypotheses about them - from a characterization o f its state or the extent o f its insertion in the 

global economy.

Substantively, the thesis reveals the slow pace o f  change in Irish social security. Perhaps 

Palier’s metaphor about the ‘frozen landscapes’ o f resilient European welfare states was 

always more applicable to Ireland. Social security policy in Ireland is clearly conservative 

with a small ‘c’. The underlying concepts and language in official use are remarkably stable 

over time; this is largely a non-punitive language about need rather than rights or 

redistribution. For example, the legal and administrative terms governing unemployment 

payments were coined in the 1911 National Insurance Act; ‘available for and genuinely 

seeking work’. Furthermore, the administrative and management structures for social security 

have remained wholly unchanged since 1949, and the main mechanism o f policy evolution is 

still the annual social welfare legislation prompted by the Budget. This stability is reinforced 

by the wider institutional context outlined in the thesis, and is revealed in the responses to 

challenges such as activation and equality legislation. These responses tend to smother 

challenges to the pre-existing provisions and produce muted, complex adaptations to a system 

fundamentally unchanged in its goals.

Social security policy in Ireland made haste slowly over the period 1981-2007, and - 

qualifications aside - made the system somewhat better. This conclusion is at odds with the 

downsizing scenario o f a small welfare state in a globalised world. The cover o f  Obinger’s 

(2010) book on small welfare states has a dramatic image: a small, frail craft helplessly adrift 

on a stormy ocean. This image neatly captures the vein o f scholarship in Irish social science 

that emphasizes its vulnerability in the global economy and the unqualified subordination o f 

social policy to economic policy in this context (O ’Heam, 1998; Murphy and Kirby, 2008; 

Kirby, 2002). In contrast, O ’Riain’s (2000) case study o f the flexible developmental state 

shows the multiple ways in which the state and domestic actors actively and successfully use
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globalization and manage industrial development. Likewise, globalization did not prevent 

Ireland from protecting and improving social security; note, for example, the substantial 

increase in the replacement rate for unemployment assistance. Understanding these and other 

developments requires a focus on the complex, national factors that structure change.
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Table A. 1: Selected Economic, Social and Demographic Data, 1981-2007

Year G D P % a Unempl. % Debt/GDP% Globalisation
N ew  Risks Lone 

parents%
N ew  Risk 

Elderly/Pop%

1981 2.5 9.9 81.5 74.3 8.5 10.7
1982 1.5 11.4 78.2 74.2 n.a. 10.7
1983 -0.7 14.0 87.9 74.9 n.a. 10.8
1984 3.2 15.7 87.5 75.8 n.a. 10.8
1985 1.9 17.3 92.7 76.4 n.a. 10.9
1986 0.4 17.4 93.9 76.5 n.a. 11.1
1987 3.6 17.5 103.0 75.2 n.a. 11.3
1988 3.0 16.1 15.6 75.6 n.a. 11.4
1989 5.6 14.6 102.7 74.6 9.1 11.4
1990 7.7 13.2 93.4 74.9 8.9 11.4
1991 1.6 14.6 87.1 76.6 9.8 11.4
1992 3.6 15.2 84.7 78.2 10.3 11.4
1993 2.3 15.5 82.5 79.3 10.7 11.4
1994 5.9 14.0 81.9 80.5 10.6 11.4
1995 9.6 12.1 70.1 81.6 11.7 11.4
1996 9.7 11.5 72.2 82.0 12.6 11.3
1997 11.3 10.3 64.3 83.9 13.7 11.3
1998 8.9 7.4 47.7 85.1 16.3 11.2
1999 9.7 5.5 43.9 86.6 17.5 11.2
2000 11.3 4.3 34.5 87.0 18.5 11.1
2001 8.9 3.9 30.7 87.0 20.0 11.1
2002 11.0 4.4 27.8 86.9 21.4 11.1
2003 10,6 4.6 26.7 86.8 21.8 11.1
2004 5.0 4.5 25.2 86.6 22.2 11.1
2005 5.4 4.7 23.2 87.1 22. 4 11.0
2006 3.7 4.5 20.1 86.5 22.6 10.9
2007 4.2 4.7 19.5 86.8 23.0 10.8

Sources; Dept, o f  finance; Central Statistics O ffice; Kopn Index, http://w w \v.»lobalisation.kop.ethz.ch (9 Oct 
14)
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Table A2 (a): Governments, Parties and Veto Points 1981-2007

Year Gov. Main 
Party

Gov.
Parties
(Seats)

Gov.
Majority % 
Dail Seats

Gov. 
Electoral 
Base % 
Votes***

Gov.
Majority %
Seats
Seanad

Institutional 
Veto Points

Number of 
Veto
Players**

1981 FG FG (65) 
L ab (15)

48.2 46.3 60.0 Dail 2+1

1982 FF FF (81) 48.8 47.3 46.7 Dail,
Referendum

1+2

1982 FG FG (70), 
Lab (16)

51.8 48.6 58.3 None 2+0

1987 FF FF (81) 48.8 44.1 50.0 Dail 1 + 1

1989 FF FF (77), 
PD (6)

50.0 49.6 58.3 None* 2+0

1992 FF FF (68), 
Lab (33)

60.8 58.4 56.7 None 2+0

1994 FG FG (46), 
Lab (32), 
D L(6)

50.6 46.6 43.3 Dail,
Referendum

3+2

1997 FF FF (77), 
PD (4)

48.8 44.0 45.0 Dail,
Referendum

3+2

2002 FF FF(81) 48.8 41.5 50.0 Dail 1 + 1

2007 FF FF (78), 
Green (6)

50.6 46.3 50.0 None 2+0

Source: Moran, 2007 *No veto here as Ceann Cumhairle (Speaker) usually votes with government;** number
of parties in government plus institutional veto points; Referendum is a veto point where government has less 
than 2/3 majority in Dail, and  no majority in Seanad -  President may decide not to sign Bill and call a 
referendum;*** First preference votes

Table A2 (b): Political Support by Party, 1981-2007

E le c tio n Fianna Fail Fine Gael Labour Progressive
Dems

Sinn Fein Others

% Votes % Poll % Votes % Poll % Votes % Poll % Votes % Votes % Votes

1981 45.3 44 36.5 32 9.9 10 2,5 5,9
1982 a 47.3 37.3 9 1 1,0 5,3
1982 b 45.2 39.2 9.4 - 6,3
1987 44.1 42* 27.1 28* 6.4 5 118 1,9 8,7
1989 44.1 38 29,3 23 9,5 6 5,5 1,2 10,4
1992 39.1 36* 24.5 16* 19.3 15 4,7 16 10,9
1997 39.3 36 27.9 23 10,4 9 4,7 2,6 15,1
2002 41.5 47 22.5 18 10,8 10 4,0 6,5 14,7
2007 41.6 41 27.3 25 10,1 10 2,7 6,9 11,3

Source: Coakley and Gallagher (2009). Notes; Poll data not available for PDs, Sinn Fein and Others; *data for
adjacent year
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Table A 3: Party support by Class 1981-2007

M iddle Working Large Sm all
Party Year All Class Class Farmers Farmers

F ian n a  Fa il 1981 44 39 43 42 53

1985 42 37 45 41 46

1989 38 35 38 39 47

1993 36 35 34 40 44

1997 36 32 37 40 40

2002 47 47 47 41 61

2007 41 40 43 44

Fine G ael 1981 32 41 28 43 32

1985 28 37 21 38 23

1989 23 25 17 43 21

1993 16 14 15 29 15

1997 23 22 19 36 35

2002 18 18 15 42 17

2007 25 26 22 44

L a b o u r 1981 10 4 14 1 4

1985 5 6 5 0 2

1989 6 5 9 3 2

1993 15 16 18 3 8

1997 9 9 12 1 7

2002 10 10 11 2 5

2007 10 11 9 6
Source: Coakley and Gallagher (2009)
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Table A.4: National Partnership Agreements 1987-2007

Social Security T a x P a y M a c r o

Programme fo r  National Recovery I987 -I990
M ainta in  overall value of  benefits; if 
resources allow, h igher increases for lowest 
benefits; governm ent has  decided to extend 
PRSI to fa rm ers  and  self-employed; will 
study FIS. Refers to Com mission on social 
W elfare, and  notes decisions a lready  m ade 
by G overnm ent abou t  commission

£225m l 
reductions in 
total over 3 
years, 
including 
increased 
PAYE 
allow ance; 
com m itted  to 
getting  2/3 o f  
taxpayers on 
standard  rate 
by adjusting 
35%  band

N o m ore than  2 .5%  
per year to 1990 and 
flat increase for 
low est paid;

W ill reduce 
borrow ing, lower 
inflation, and continue 
to reduce public 
service num bers

Programme for Econom ic and Social Progress 1990-1993
C om m itted  to an  ongoing p ro g ra m m e  of 
reform  broadly  within the  f ram ew ork  
outlined by the Com mission on Social 
W elfare; com m itted  to protec t benefits in 
real te rm s and  to move to pr iori ty  benefit 
ra tes  recom m ended  by Com mission

PN R  m ade 
progress on 
targets and 
low ered 
standard  rate 
from  35 to 30, 
top rate from 
58 to 53. and 
standard  band 
w idened; Will 
low er
standard  rate 
to  25%  and 
m ove to 
single higher 
rate

4 %  in 1 9 9 1 ,3 % .  
th e n  3 .7 5 % ; 
m in im u m  fla t 
in c re a s e  fo r  lo w  
p a id , a n d  s o m e  
le e w a y  fo r  e x tra ;;  
S ta te m e n t  o f  
d is a g r e e m e n t  o n  
m in im u m  w a g e

G et national debt to 
under 100%  o f  G N P 
by 1993, including 
broad balance on 
current budget

Program me fo r  Competitiveness and Work 1994-1997
Refers to commission: will follow C S W  
analysis; will m a in ta in  con tr ibu to ry  
principle; will im prove Child Income 
support;  1994 Budget im proved FIS - m ore  
of  this; Benefit system will ‘facilitate en try  
and  re-en try  into em p loym en t’: 1994 
Budget gave €30 d isregard  for lone paren ts  
and  be t te r  means-test; ‘concept of 
dependency  will be ex am ined ’. Em ployers  
w an t  fu r th e r  m easures  to reduce payroll  
costs

1994 B udget 
increased 
a llow ances; 
future will 
focus on 
reducing  low- 
paid w orkers ' 
tax, and 
raising  
threshold  for 
h igher rate

2% , 2 .5% , 2.5% , 
then 1% for last six 
m onths; again 
subject to m inim um  
cash increases for 
the low er paid.

A gain a fiscal target; 
debt/gnp ratio to be 
95%  by 1996; to be 
achieved through 
greater restraint on 

public expenditure 
than  has existed for the 
past three years '.

Partnership 2000 for Inclusion, Em ploym ent and Competitiveness 1997-2000
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Total of £525m will be spent on keeping 
real value of  paym ents ; cost o f  ‘more 
un iversa l’ child paym ents  too high, so 
priori ty  will be given to FIS, so use net 
income for FIS means-test; mention of  rent 
allowance poverty t r a p -  will review this; 
£60 ceiling on m eans test for ADA will be 
looked at;  M ention of obligations of 
unem ployed; ‘im portance  of  role o f  social 
insu rance’; Basic Income option will be 
reviewed; T arge ted  em ploym ent measures 
for lone paren ts ,  unem ployed u n d e r  18, 
dependan t  spouses will be expanded

Will consider 
tax credits; 
also tax 
reductions o f 
£900m over 
three years

2.5%; 2.25%; 1,5% 
for next three 9 
month periods and 
1 0% for next 6 
months; also, flat 
rate increases for 
low paid

Debt/gdp ratio o f  70% 
by 1999 agreed; 
reduced rate o f 
increase in public 
spending; firm 
exchange rate;

Programme for Prosperity and Fairness 2000-2003
Will develop proposals  for 
individualisation of  benefits; will update  
National A nti-Poverty  S tra tegy; general 
income adequacy  ta rge ts-  m ainta in  real 
value of  paym ents ; cash ta rg e t  o f  £100 for 
lowest benefit; will look at relative poverty 
and  need for indexation of  benefits - Agree 
a W ork ing  P ar ty  on indexation; CB will get 
big increase; CDAs up  to age 22; will look 
a t  inclusive social insurance; new C a re rs  
Benefit a l ready  announced  in Budget 2000

S epara te  section on pensions refers to 
Pensions B oard  docum ent, ;  notes the 
recom m ended  3 4 “/o of  earn ings ta rge t  for 
state pension; notes the  2000 bill for 
private, individual pensions and  the new 
pre-funding  plans for sta te  pensions

Tax
reductions for 
all

taxpayers': 
increased 
personal tax 
credits; social 
partners agree 
a single 
standard rate 
income tax 
band for all 
taxpayers;
SPs agree 
move to a full 
tax credit 
system;
Agree a 
Working 
group to look 
at refundable 
credit

5.5%; 5.5%; 4% for 
next three 9 month 
periods; minimum 
increases for low 
paid; IBEC and 
ICTU agree on 
NMW and on 
increased rate

No specific macro 
targets or fiscal tragets

Sustaining Progress 2003-2005
Final phase of  m u lt i-annual increases in 

child Benefit in 2004 and  2005’; note the 
34 %  of  earn ings ta rge t  for pensions; and 
will increase sta te  pensions up to €200p.w 
by 2007; will review hom em akers  credits 
for social insu rance ; notes th a t  individual 
PRSAs will be available  in 2003

No specific 
policy; if 
possible, will 
remove all o f 
NMW
workers from 
tax net and 
have 80% of 
workers on 
standard rate 
tax

3%, 9 months; 2% 
next 6; 2% next 3 
months ; also new 
NMW rate from 
2004

No specific targets; get 
debt/gnp ratio to 
continue its decline

ToM'ards 2016
Will extend m a te rn i ty  leave in 2006 
Budget; Pensions: ta rg e t  o f  €200 for 2007; 
increase ra te  for  pens ioners’ dependants  to 
level o f  assistance pension: note 50 %  ta rge t 
rep lacem ent ra te  for  pens ioners’ incomes; 
will enhance coverage of  individual 
pensions; will review SW A  rent 
supplem ent m eans test; will expand  income 
limits for C a re r s  Allowance

none 3%  for 6 months; 
2% next 9 months; 
2.5% next 6; 2.55 
next 6
Both IBEC and 
ICTU agree to 
increase NMW 
again

No specific macro 
targets
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Table A5: Pensions Decomposition, 1981-2007

Year
Expenditure ratio Demographic

ratio
Eligibility
ratio

Transfer ratio

1989 0.001389 0.081820 0.075947 0.223455

1990 0.001716 0.081531 0.089483 0.235252

1991 0.002089 0.090913 0.095806 0.239842

1992 0.002837 0.101125 0.098214 0.285651

1993 0.002874 0.106979 0,168666 0.159284

1994 0.002957 0.105571 0.166417 0.168309

1995 0.002858 0.105844 0.178621 0.151158

1996 0.002956 0.107497 0.180036 0.152760

1996/1991 1.415208 1.182416 1.879162 0.636921

1997 0.002947 0.103136 0.185436 0.154082

1998 0.002840 0.090293 0.228757 0.137508

1999 0.002652 0.083586 0.259073 0.122486

2000 0.002813 0.076116 0.300025 0.123186

2001 0.003111 0.079954 0.310744 0.125209

2001/1996 1.052240 0.743781 1.726016 0.819644

2002 0.003723 0.083747 0.336053 0.132280

2003 0.004206 0.085714 0.345097 0.142185

2004 0.004035 0.082738 0.331002 0.147328

2005 0.003850 0.082150 0.325250 0.144086

2006 0.003592 0.081951 0.308770 0.141963

2007 0.003598 0.084824 0.296045 0.143276

2007/2001 1.156563 1.060909 0.952696 1.144292

2007/1989 2.591128 1.036714 3.898054 0.641183
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Table A6: Child B enefit D ecom position, 1981-2007

Year Exp.  r a t i o D e m o g .  r a t i o Eligibil i ty r a t i o T r a n s f e r  r a t i o

1981 0.0080117 0.39789162 0.81742355 0.02463274

1982 0.0103446 0.39497126 0.86584867 0.03024879

1983 0.0101634 0.39195205 0.85993957 0.03015351

1984 0.0095723 0.38894871 0.86053402 0.02859939

1985 0.0087716 0.38596045 0.86911001 0.02614930

1986 0.0098664 0.38292945 0.86818631 0.02967755

1986/81 1.2315020 0.9623964 1.0621009 1.2048011

1987 0.0096936 0.37890878 0.86571439 0.02955115

1988 0.0089081 0.37496814 0.86349649 0.02751249

1989 0.0078806 0.37062260 0.86315215 0.02463436

1990 0.0073513 0.36593645 0.86410554 0.02324838

1991 0.0072777 0.36180049 0.86033788 0.02338078

1991/86 0.7376279 0.9448229 0.9909600 0.7878270

1992 0.0069327 0.35566184 0.85325898 0.02284453

1993 0.0068073 0.34903892 0.86151102 0.02263807

1994 0.0072596 0.34287069 0.85819927 0.02467158

1995 0.0071923 0.33687835 0.87823195 0.02431019

1996 0.0081241 0.33063071 0.88455751 0.02777841

1996/91 1.1162966 0.9138481 1.0281513 1.1880878

1997 0.0074337 0.32467320 0.88543414 0.02585839

1998 0.0067740 0.31851692 0.88151420 0.02412607

1999 0.0062515 0.31245991 0.88005902 0.02273420

2000 0.0060765 0.30542288 0.87970883 0.02261587

2001 0.0082527 0.29837284 0.88364840 0.03130105

2001/1996 1.0158298 0.9024354 0.9989722 1.1268119

2002 0.0112316 0.29117737 0.89387252 0.04315257

2003 0.0119273 0.28628860 0.90824206 0.04587095

2004 0.0118379 0.28235934 0.92015847 0.04556256

2005 0.0117218 0.27729934 0.92535985 0.04568096

2006 0.0116317 0.27309882 0.93769896 0.04542117

2007 0.0117628 0.26960129 0.94949137 0.04595123

2007/01 1.42532029 0.903571814 1.074512628 1.468041283

2007/1981 1.468200808 0.677574691 1.161565961 1.865453407
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Table A7: Sickness Cash Benefits Decomposition, 1983-2007

Year E x p e n d i tu r e
ra t io

D e m o g r a p h i c
ra t io

Eligibility ra t io o f  w h ic h ;  

l . i n s u r a n c e

2 .  b e n e f i c i a r y T ra n s fe r  ra t io

1981 0.014179 0.531903

1982 0.015437 0,591049

1983 0.015221 0.378111 0.069242 0.726847 0.095264 0.581362

1984 0.015237 0.375801 0.072370 0.717086 0.100922 0.560241

1985 0.015926 0.371864 0.079058 0.720905 0.109665 0.541731

1986 0.016280 0.372988 0.080304 0.729971 0.110009 0.543518

1986/83 1.069S64 0.986451 1.159750 1.004298 1.154787 0.934904

1987 0.015197 0.376850 0.075329 0.712600 0.105710 0.535346

1988 0.013462 0.376044 0.069129 0.726294 0.095180 0.517855

1989 0.011656 0.372646 0.066490 0.716547 0.092792 0.470441

1990 0.010999 0.379970 0.058111 0.694843 0.083632 0.498146

1991 0.010943 0.384151 0.064112 0.713452 0.089861 0.444329

1991/86 0.672202 1.029929 0.798367 0.977371 0.816852 0.817505

1992 0.010449 0.385933 0.062215 0.677941 0.091771 0,435171

1993 0.009725 0.392602 0.059537 0.690066 0.086278 0.416038

1994 0.009349 0.400067 0.057741 0.829967 0.069570 0.404725

1995 0.008360 0.405187 0.057963 0.876919 0.066099 0,355944

1996 0.007852 0.415736 0.057178 0.924975 0.061816 0,330303

1996/91 0.717489 1.082221 0.891850 1.296478 0.687903 0.743374

1997 0.007213 0.419998 0,057084 0.978103 0.058362 0.300845

1998 0.006545 0.437579 0.055194 0,986608 0.055944 0.270987

1999 0.006097 0.450583 0.055299 1.007948 0.054863 0.244678

2000 0.005743 0.460720 0.055233 1.036164 0.053305 0,225671

2001 0.005875 0.459295 0.057833 1.035012 0.055877 0,221187

2001/1996 0.748286 1.104776 1.011454 1.118962 0.903922 0.669649

2002 0.006149 0.469953 0.058431 1.040531 0.056155 0,223941

2003 0.006339 0.471243 0.059557 1.046002 0.056938 0,225873

2004 0.006573 0.474711 0.060149 1.083111 0.055534 0,230194

2005 0.006805 0.485994 0.060281 1.083641 0.055628 0,232276

2006 0.007049 0.496657 0.056425 1.099387 0.051324 0,251541

2007 0.007236 0.503941 0.057285 1.094703 0.052330 0.250648

2007/01 1.23157082 1.09720533 0.99052847 1.0576721 0.93651754 1.13319466

2007/1983 0.47538965 1.33278683 0.82731741 1.50609788 0.54931185 0.43113856
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Table A8: W idows Pensions D ecom position, 1981-2007

Year E x p e n d i tu re

rat io

D e m o g r a p h i c

ra t io

EligibiiitY ra t io T r a n s f e r  ra t io

1981 0.010555 0.052166 0.467516 0.432792

1982 0.011631 0.051997 0.480144 0.465873

1983 0.012109 0.052021 0.486301 0.478643

1984 0.012163 0.052029 0.498916 0.468563

1985 0.012086 0.052260 0.515265 0.448838

1986 0.012105 0.052624 0.521388 0.441193

1986/1981 1.146872 1.008790 1.115229 1.019413

1987 0.012037 0.052545 0.532353 0.430320

1988 0.011700 0.052788 0.540375 0.410166

1989 0.010997 0.053113 0.548090 0.377762

1990 0.010447 0.053178 0.546521 0.359451

1991 0.011528 0.053239 0.547567 0.395433

1991/86 0.952268 1.011669 1.050211 0.896281

1992 0.010623 0.052619 0.557008 0.362459

1993 0.010234 0.052145 0.564447 0.347710

1994 0.009974 0.051788 0.590791 0.325989

1995 0.009565 0.051383 0.615092 0.302627

1996 0.009078 0.050854 0.624474 0.285858

1996/91 0.7874976 0.9552021 1.1404518 0.7228980

1997 0.008229 0.050433 0.628387 0.259649

1998 0.007653 0.050012 0.631210 0.242416

1999 0.007037 0.049610 0.634355 0.223612

2000 0.006601 0.049083 0.633016 0.212459

2001 0.006671 0.048464 0.633296 0.217341

2001/1996 0.734817 0.953008 1.014127 0.760310

2002 0.006740 0.047702 0.635834 0.222231

2003 0.006747 0.047167 0.637194 0.224497

2004 0.006902 0.046623 0.639565 0.231450

2005 0.006941 0.045837 0.653082 0.231853

2006 0.006783 0.044971 0.590012 0.255648

2007 0.006456 0.044077 0.593976 0.246587

2007/01 0.967803 0.909482 0.937913 1.134567

2007/1981 0.611631 0.844939 1.270494 0.569760

244



Table A9: Unemployment payments Decomposition, 1983-2007

Year Expenditure
ratio

Demographic
ratio

Participation
rate

Unemployment
rate

Eligibility
ratio

Transfer
ratio

1981 0.0206015

1982 0.0257812

1983 0.0301011 0.0515982 0.3781107 0.13646313 1.0908131 0.5348086

1984 0.0306490 0.0578918 0.3758005 0.15404916 1.0379638 0.5100552

1985 0.0321759 0.0620339 0.3718644 0.16681860 1.0164800 0.5102735

1986 0.0320279 0.0636898 0.3729876 0.17075572 1.0028293 0.5014553

1986/1983 1.0640102 1.2343416 0.9864508 1.2512956 0.9193411 0.9376349

1987 0.0307141 0.0637248 0.3768504 0.16909839 1.0439027 0.4617094

1988 0.0285192 0.0614609 0.3760444 0.16344054 1.0652811 0.4355862

1989 0.0260390 0.0560764 0.3726457 0.15048173 1.1188059 0.4150400

1990 0.0247623 0.0491757 0.3799703 0.12941971 1.2295940 0.4095242

1991 0.0296953 0.0563009 0.3841507 0.14655936 1.1936020 0.4418895

1991/1986 0.9271703 0.8839862 1.0299287 0.8582984 1.1902345 0.8812142

1992 0.0310474 0.0581235 0.3859333 0.15060504 1.3030784 0.4099233

1993 0.0413994 0.0615819 0.3926023 0.15685576 1.2971967 0.5182451

1994 0.0281984 0.0588416 0.4000669 0.14707933 1.3044834 0.3673688

1995 0.0239682 0.0492600 0.4051870 0.12157346 1.5102086 0.3221844

1996 0.0218858 0.0493643 0.4157359 0.11873964 1.4814972 0.2992591

1996/1991 0.7370095 0.8767951 1.0822210 0.8101812 1.2411986 0.6772261

1997 0.0195778 0.0433916 0.4199984 0.10331384 1.4909937 0.3026095

1998 0.0136372 0.0341336 0.4375793 0.07800543 1.4405617 0.2773401

1999 0.0100578 0.0258980 0.4505826 0.05747672 1.5449432 0.2513751

2000 0.0070018 0.0196596 0.4607204 0.04267140 1.5579732 0.2286000

2001 0.0061660 0.0169214 0.4592951 0.03684211 1.9423502 0.1876039

2001/1996 0.2817372 0.3427859 1.1047760 0.3102764 1.3110725 0.6268945

2002 0.0071781 0.0196569 0.4699530 0.04182737 1.7919740 0.2037795

2003 0.0074626 0.0206287 0.4712430 0.04377499 1.7702680 0.2043535

2004 0.0071698 0.0208148 0.4747108 0.04384732 1.5622209 0.2204912

2005 0.0066999 0.0202477 0.4859935 0.04166252 1.5305974 0.2161892

2006 0.0069247 0.0219471 0.4966571 0.04418970 1.3599892 0.2319993

2007 0.0074835 0.0226089 0.5039410 0.04486417 1.4213558 0.2328746

2007/2001 1.2136646 1.3361128 1.0972053 1.2177418 0.7317711 1.2413101

2007/1983 0.248611S 0.4381724 1.3327868 0.3287641 1.3030242 0.4354354
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Table AlO: Lone parents' payments Decomposition, 1989-2007

Year Expenditure
ratio

dem ographic
ratio

Eligibility
ratio

Transfer
ratio

1989 0.004328 0.011255 0.796177 0.483015

1990 0.004992 0.010668 1.008316 0.464069

1991 0.005643 0.011742 1.025266 0.468694

1992 0.006259 0.012547 1.057848 0.471572

1993 0.006428 0.012870 1.123087 0.444725

1994 0.006639 0.013163 1.196292 0.421598

1995 0.006480 0.013828 1.248896 0.375213

1996 0.006452 0.014561 1.277292 0.346905

1996/1991 1.143441 1.240050 1.245815 0.740152

1997 0.006502 0.015856 1.296248 0.316376

1998 0.006200 0.019389 1.130836 0.282791

1999 0.005859 0.021007 1.085776 0.256879

2000 0.005461 0.021955 1.062368 0.234116

2001 0.005400 0.023394 1.010367 0.228470

2001/1996 0.836973 1.606585 0.791023 0.658S95

2002 0,005462 0.024609 0.960301 0.231112

2003 0.005441 0.023769 0.974207 0.234964

2004 0.005336 0.024770 0.921457 0.233777

2005 0.005264 0.025013 0.889072 0.236693

2006 0.005315 0.024924 0.887289 0.240331

2007 0.005641 0.025536 0.858971 0.257197

2007/2001 1.044693 1.091572 0.850158 1.125736

2007/1989 1.303383 2.268811 1.078869 0.532482
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Table A l l :  Disability paym ents decom position , 1981-2007

Year Expenditure
ratio

Demographic
ratio

Eligibility ratio Transfer ratio

1981 0.003443 0.042511 0.208318 0.388756

1982 0.003271 0.042240 0.215179 0.359912

1983 0.003292 0.042131 0.210984 0.370353

1984 0.003719 0.042015 0.224999 0.393364

1985 0.003505 0.042070 0.228010 0.365368

1986 0.003698 0.042255 0.230817 0.379114

1986/1981 1.074015 0.993980 1.108001 0.975197

1987 0.003322 0.042691 0.228721 0.340269

1988 0.003649 0.043404 0.226907 0.370537

1989 0.003510 0.044209 0.228922 0.346778

1990 0.003475 0.044814 0.230019 0.337084

1991 0.003754 0.045136 0.258623 0.321585

1991/1986 1.015241 1.068175 1.120471 0.848255

1992 0.004179 0.045308 0.267324 0.345016

1993 0.004191 0.045612 0.277127 0.331558

1994 0.004052 0.046033 0.283851 0.310132

1995 0.004036 0.046424 0.305462 0.284579

1996 0.004195 0.046707 0.337533 0.266064

1996/1991 1.117378 1.034811 1.305116 0.827351

1997 0.004400 0.048537 0.368507 0.245997

1998 0.004282 0,050491 0.380175 0.223087

1999 0.004197 0.052591 0.394866 0.202085

2000 0.004214 0.054705 0.405130 0.190145

2001 0.004555 0.056832 0.412632 0.194224

2001/1996 1.085870 1.216784 1.222494 0.729991

2002 0.004967 0.058934 0.422341 0.199574

2003 0.005219 0.059211 0.439776 0.200435

2004 0.005640 0.059468 0.460696 0.205871

2005 0.005843 0.059510 0.485968 0.202032

2006 0.006388 0.059364 0.505169 0.213023

2007 0.007292 0.060533 0.508058 0.237095

2007/2001 1.600912 1.065119 1.231261 1.220730

2007/1981 2.117995 1.423943 2.438859 0.609882
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Table A12: Maternity Benefits, 1981-2007

Year Recipients 
MB 000s

Expenditure MB, 
€m

Expenditure as % 
of total

1981 4.256 12.897 0.86

1982 4.756 15.229 0.74

1983 4.894 17.996 0.75

1984 4.427 19.640 0.75

1985 4.659 21,958 0.76

1986 4.714 24.536 0.77

1987 5.133 25.880 0.79

1988 3.705 23.170 0.70

1989 3.966 23.749 0.71

1990 4.656 26.448 0.72

1991 4.747 28.831 0.73

1992 3.411 27.885 0.64

1993 3.651 28.200 0.61

1994 3.971 30.930 0.72

1995 3.889 34.630 0.64

1996 4.592 37.888 0.68

1997 5.512 43.245 0.75

1998 5.453 48.514 0.80

1999 6.008 52.733 0.84

2000 6.130 58.041 0.86

2001 9.376 78.933 1.01

2002 9.603 99.129 1.04

2003 10.594 107.336 1.03

2004 10.356 121.571 1.10

2005 10.791 132.412 1.09

2006 14.898 180.801 1.33

2007 20.948 257.861 1.66
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Table A13: Employment Supports, 1984-2007

Year Recipients
000s

Expenditure
€m

Expenditure as % 
of total

1994 17.651 52.502 1.10

1995 25.316 83.465 1.56

1996 36.924 106.935 1.92

1997 58.137 156.671 2.73

1998 63.388 200.154 3.31

1999 65.120 251.085 4.00

2000 64.833 285.284 4.24

2001 56.892 283.704 2.98

2002 50.920 269.128 2.83

2003 44.113 247.573 2.36

2004 40.216 238.111 2.11

2005 39.589 246.049 2.02

2006 43.496 293.774 2.16

2007 45.552 363.730 2.34
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Table A14: Supplementary Welfare Allowances Decomposition, 1989-2007

Year Expenditure
share

Demographic
component

Eligibility
component

Transfer
component

1989 0.001389 0.081820 0.075947 0.223455

1990 0.001716 0.081531 0.089483 0.235252

1991 0.002089 0.090913 0.095806 0.239842

1992 0.002837 0.101125 0.098214 0.285651

1993 0.002874 0.106979 0.168666 0.159284

1994 0.002957 0.105571 0.166417 0.168309

1995 0.002858 0.105844 0.178621 0.151158

1996 0.002956 0.107497 0.180036 0.152760

1996/1991 1.415208 1.182416 1.879162 0.636921

1997 0.002947 0.103136 0.185436 0.154082

1998 0.002840 0.090293 0.228757 0.137508

1999 0.002652 0.083586 0.259073 0.122486

2000 0.002813 0.076116 0.300025 0.123186

2001 0.003111 0.079954 0.310744 0.125209

2001/1996 1.052240 0.743781 1.726016 0.819644

2002 0.003723 0.083747 0.336053 0.132280

2003 0.004206 0.085714 0.345097 0.142185

2004 0.004035 0.082738 0.331002 0.147328

2005 0.003850 0.082150 0.325250 0.144086

2006 0.003592 0.081951 0.308770 0.141963

2007 0.003598 0.084824 0.296045 0.143276

2007/2001 1.156563 1.060909 0.952696 1.144292

2007/1989 2.591128 1.036714 3.898054 0.641183
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Table A15: Non- Cash Benefits ('Free Schemes')

Year Prospective 
recipients 000s

Expenditure €m, 
current

Expenditure as % 
of total

1981 343.273 35.590 2.4

1982 349.712 46.157 2.3

1983 352.790 55.973 2.3

1984 359.467 62.273 2.4

1985 364.281 69.893 2.4

1986 368.378 76.932 2.4

1987 373.433 78.068 2.4

1988 375.988 111.973 3.6

1989 378.882 113.937 3.4

1990 385.326 120.807 3.4

1991 394.336 135.397 3.5

1992 404.132 142.843 3.3

1993 407.474 147.192 3.4

1994 413.169 158.204 3.3

1995 417.790 170.464 3.2

1996 425.819 179.740 3.2

1997 435.966 188.722 3.3

1998 444.782 194.724 3.2

1999 456.748 196.803 3.1

2000 469.526 204.354 3.0

2001 484.398 240.995 3.1

2002 503.712 296.043 5.3

2003 521.448 340.514 5.0

2004 535.146 364.272 3.3

2005 554.496 383.429 3.2

2006 578.654 444.429 3.3

2007 598.841 535.525 3.5
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