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introduction

Since its introduction, state welfare has come under fire in many OECD countries for two reasons:

· its fiscal cost and the inability of governments to cap the spending; and

· the lack of incentive for recipients to get off welfare.

In several countries, including Britain, the US, Sweden, and New Zealand, these factors are leading to a reappraisal of state welfare as an appropriate means to assist people in need.

Eradication of readily available and exploitable state support has become viewed by governments as important to re-establishing strong incentives for people to participate in conventional work and family relationships. While of some merit, this view has to be tempered by wider recognition amongst policymakers that the viable arrangements within families have changed dramatically since the days before contraception and economic enfranchisement of women.

Successful reform of state welfare depends on an understanding of modern family structures and the pressures they are under. There is also required an agreed definition of the link between economic and social policies and the moral values which a society espouses.

family structures and welfare policy:

the overseas debate

In the US, the Republicans have introduced a bill bringing comprehensive targeting to welfare entitlements. In the UK, both the Conservative and Labour parties are recommending major changes to the state pension and security system. The reason is that British voters appear to have reached the conclusion that the welfare state has been a major contributor to a breakdown of the institutional foundations of civil society. This conclusion has not been without controversy and since New Zealand has also made policy responses similar to those currently being considered in Britain and the US, the better documented overseas debate provides a good backdrop to the moves made in New Zealand and the direction of further policy change.

Championing the Traditional Family

Among the plethora of recent studies that have brought the reform of state welfare to a head is that of Dennis and Erdos (1993). Empirical observations made by the authors include the following:

· Of all births in the UK, 30% are now out of wedlock compared to just 5% in 1960. Sole parenthood has also increased dramatically.

· Children in single-parent families suffer a far greater incidence of health, educational, and emotional problems; and experience higher accident and mortality rates, and much lower living standards than children from two-parent families.

· The rest of society bears the cost of this dislocation in two ways: through higher taxes needed to finance welfare benefits, and through suffering the violence perpetrated mostly by male youths who are the product of this cohort.

American sociologist Charles Murray (1984) argues that in the UK, the welfare state is creating a new class cleavage: not between titled aristocrats and commoners, but between the "New Victorians" – characterised by stable families, high educational attainment and productive work in the marketplace – and "the New Rabble" – characterised by substantially more births out of wedlock, criminality, intra-family violence, drug and alcohol addiction, and a combination of dole dependency and occasional work.

"The New Rabble", Murray argues, grows from a benefit system that makes it far easier for parents to shirk responsibility for their children. It has made single parenthood less onerous and eroded the mutual commitments within a family and the strong building block that a family used to be.

Patricia Morgan (1995) highlights Britain's tax and benefit-related disincentives to marriage. The differential between income earned by a married worker with children and the welfare benefit derived by a single parent with part-time employment, can be minimal. This plays some part in explaining the rapid rise in the number of individuals who have opted for dependency and illegitimacy over work and family. Clearly, it is not a total explanation – unwed mothers do not necessarily have children to qualify for benefits, but they are well aware of the role of welfare in supporting them when children arrive. Young males are no less aware of the ease with which they can shift responsibility for children they create.

In the face of these trends, Labour Party leader Tony Blair has embraced what is called "ethical socialism" which places great emphasis on old-fashioned values and responsibility. He has called for a return to worker co-operatives and friendly societies which, in the 19th century, provided medical care, aid to orphans and widows, dignified burials and other benefits, as well as providing less tangible but perhaps more significant forms of social solidarity and community. The number of such societies in the UK peaked at around 2.77 million in 1910, the year before the passage of the National Insurance Act – the first major element of the welfare state, whose expansion went on to put the voluntary networks out of business.

Mr Blair's call for a return to this tradition to revive civil society in Britain is important because it implies that significant elements of the British Labour Party support a rolling back of state welfarism. After all, an environment of voluntarily assumed individual responsibility cannot easily be nurtured within an environment of compulsory collective responsibility enforced by the State.

In the US, the strongest advocates of these policies are the Moral Majority and similar groupings of the religious right, although support is also significant amongst the mainstream Republican voting public as illustrated by the recent Welfare Reform Bill sponsored by that party.

The Demands of the Modern Family

Support of the "apple pie and Mom" traditional family model's superiority over the "Georgie Pie and nobody special" modern family model, as an explanation of what is driving social dependency, is based on a number of fallacies.

Firstly, it is characterised by a strong nostalgia for a time where families were apparently superior social structures to those they have become, and fantasies about a "happy families" depiction of a bliss more accurately ascribed to fiction than fact. In addition, the model of the family which is promoted as this ideal required women's subservience – arguably achieved via the absence of effective contraception. By contrast, in today's social environment women wish to participate more fully in the paid workforce, with the implication that responsibility for family and home management is a shared one. The modern family requires less of a division of labour between male and female, and a more ready substitution by either spouse for the household tasks (to date, with the exception of childbirth).

Secondly, there is an economic trend which has undermined the traditional "dad at work/mum at home" family model. Over the last 30 years there has been, in most of the industrialised world, a secular fall in the real value of wage incomes to male workers, driven in large part by the falling value of low-skilled labour. A family model that depends on dad's income alone would, therefore, result in a social unit that is less economically viable than it once was. Thus full participation in the paid workforce has become an economic necessity rather than simply a choice for women. However, the "spouse-partner" family model, which is more suited to meeting the economic demands of a family as well as the full participation aspirations of female partners, is a model which apparently many couples fail to accomplish. Yet the traditional family model is obsolete, both in economic terms and as far as women's choice is concerned; no matter that many males still wish for it.

Under this alternative explanation of the evolution of the family model, the adverse social trends, such as rising crime and beneficiary numbers, are often attributed to the greater economic and social pressures placed on adults who try to replicate the traditional family structure and find they cannot. However, the alternative "spouse-partner" model (where Dad is expected to bear more of the household chores than just the evening dishes) also has a higher failure rate than the traditional family model once did. Male support for longer and earlier evening TV news programmes has been linked to their desire to avoid household evening chores. Fallout from both these types of marriage include children.

Another aspect of the rising trend in marriage failure is that financially independent women find it easier to end unsatisfactory relationships. In the UK, it has been estimated that mothers who have been employed 80% of the time since the birth of their first child are twice as likely to divorce as women who do not work after childbirth. These cases, however, do not lead to the same welfare dependency as the lower-income divorces do.

The trend of more marriage breakdowns which do not involve children (including cases where the children have now grown up) is more likely to be a consequence of financial independence providing women (and their spouses) with greater freedom of choice. But the rise in family disintegration which involves dependent children is likely to be driven more by financial stress of single income families, or overload of workload for the adults in two-income families. Further, that repeat "offending" also occurs in such cases suggests an inability to come to terms with the economic burden which a family entails in the modern economy.

THE "AWKWARD" INTERFACE BETWEEN SOCIAL POLICY

AND MORAL VALUES

Re-defining a moral code for society, ensuring welfare policies support the virtues and discourage the vices of that code, and reversing the recent trend away from a "virtue full" toward a "value free" society, are receiving increasing political attention. The future of this counter revolution faces two risks. Firstly, a collective unwillingness or embarrassment to define more clearly right and wrong, if doing so oppresses the individual "freedom" which has been the focal point of Western democracy's maturation over the twentieth century. The second risk is usurpation of any "common sense" moral reaffirmation by an unrepresentative sector of society, for instance – the Religious Right who threaten to subjugate the promotion of ethical and civic virtues to dogmas and rituals.

Renaissance of the Victorians

Himmelfarb (1995) has linked the simultaneous growth in violent group, family breakdown, anti-authority behaviour, promiscuity and illegitimacy, under the umbrella of a descending social pathology. This decay she argues, has occurred despite a proliferation of the institutions of so-called civil society – philanthropic bodies, voluntary aid agencies, universities and private schools, local newspapers and television, radio talk shows, cultural and public service organisations, and religious institutions. In short, while the means of disseminating society's values have strengthened, this has proffered scant protection against the social pathology so described.

This "moral-based" model of the New Victorians holds that social policy must promote the moral standards of society and not offer State economic assistance without State moral assistance. The New Victorians argue that the contradiction of rising crime, illegitimacy and dependency – all of which fell in 19th century Britain despite rapid population growth – is occurring because society's ability to even define its values, no longer exists. That cultural elites have used the mechanisms of civil society, described above, to peddle a plethora of "value free" commodities which facilitate, for instance, the treatment of substance abusers on a parallel basis to victims of cancer, TV channels which show an abundance of gratuitous violence underscoring a minimal value placed on human life, cable TV channels which provide hard porn, and educational institutions which persist with educational experiments despite the anguish of parents whose children are compelled to participate. These are all seen by the New Victorians as amoral developments which have arisen under the umbrella of the "value free" agenda.

The "value free" model of society which has flourished this century, views welfare dependency, illegitimacy, and crime as no more than the products of poverty, unemployment, racism, discrimination, and deprivation – that is, in large part the results of exogenous economic and social forces which catch increasing numbers due to no fault of their own. They are victims only and nobody – themselves nor others – should be blamed nor, by implication, bear the responsibility. These victims are no more culpable than those who fall to floods, earthquakes or other quirks of nature. Welfare policy should therefore be available to all such victims and without qualification. For the New Victorians this reflects the de-coupling of dependency, illegitimacy, and crime from any moral culpability.

The "moral-based" approach advocates a selective return of Victorian standards so that both public policy and private judgements are infused with clearly delineated views of virtue and vice. Over recent decades, the New Victorians argue, those moral judgements have increasingly been derided as "bourgeois" with public policy especially providing little if any, support for either the modest virtues of hard work, sobriety, frugality and prudence, let alone the "gentlemanly" virtues of honesty, integrity, courage and politeness. For the Victorians – both original and new – placing a premium on ordinary virtues attainable by ordinary people, instils a responsibility upon each individual. The more effective voluntary exercise of morality on the part of each individual, the less need for the external, punitive instruments of the State. In the words of the Victorians' mentor, Edmund Burke,

Society cannot exist unless a controlling power upon will and appetite be placed somewhere, and the less of it there is within, the more there must be without (Burke 1791).

For the Victorians, civil society required ladders of virtue, successful ascent of each avoiding the need to invoke the next. The starting point was manners, next came morals, then laws and finally enforcement. For the New Victorians, the diminution of the moral code will ultimately lead to greater emphasis upon enforcement. For them a liberal society requires a moral citizenry.

In support of the New Victorian view, there is some evidence that exercise of morality has faded, not just in areas of public policy, but also in private – where making judgements which avoid any moral stance is increasingly popular. For example, sensitive new age parenting has embraced the value-free approach not because parents necessarily have no moral values themselves, but rather have become embarrassed and afraid to pass those on to their children – lest they be seen by their own peers as old-fashioned and, by inference, of stultified intellect. That this "free form" parenting sits alongside evidence of rising neglect by two-income families towards their offspring, irrespective of income – for example as inconvenient child illnesses compel middle-income parents to send Johnny to school with his medicine to take with his sandwiches at lunchtime – suggests it is not just the poor who have adopted a new code of parenting behaviour. Sloppy parenting has become common – suddenly we are all victims of some unfair, impersonal economic and social force.

So, according to the New Victorians, while the "value-free" model of public and private endeavour may recognise that there is a significant moral dimension to a workable society, it flourishes on the belief that promotion of those morals and standards in the design of public policy has become synonymous with unscientific method – biased and non-objective. Objectivity has become equivalent to independence from any moral axioms.

The interface between social policy and morality has indeed become awkward, embarrassing even. Only in private matters, and more commonly with reluctance even there, are moral judgements allowed to "intrude".

Himmelfarb argues that, by contrast, in the Victorian period, liberals, conservatives, radicals and socialists disagreed on specific policies but agreed on the principal that any measure of relief or charity should promote moral, as well as material, well-being of the recipient – their "character" as Victorians called it. And further, the character not just of recipients but of non-recipients – the independent poor – was to be promoted by these policies. The Poor Law reform of 1834 stipulated that the "able-bodied pauper" (excluding the sick, aged and children) be "less eligible" – that is receive less and in such a way as to make it less, respectable than work.

The "less eligibility" principle of benefits is unclear today which the New Victorians see as evidence that society has lost the moral resolve to actually deal with the reality that beneficiaries are often better off than low-income-earning workers' families. Society's submersion of moral principles and its loss of the vocabulary to express the moral values it still holds at least implicitly, is in some measure partly to blame. The process of "objectifying" reliance on welfare – not seeing it as the result of loss of an important moral code but rather as arising from some impersonal economic forces, is a manifestation of this process. By accepting beneficiaries as of no different status to income earners, the demoralising of low-income earners is assured. Beneficiary practices of double-dipping (cash income top ups) ensure the humiliation of the low-income earner is complete – their "respectability" destroyed.

The threat from here, as the New Victorians see it, is that unless society adopts a pro-active stance and regains the moral agenda, standing by some commonsense principles of virtue, vice and moral standards, then the chances of a reactionary backlash will be greatly increased with all the instability, bigotry, religious nuttiness and low level populism that entails.

Recent Societal Tides

The fact that central governments are pulling back from continued support of the complex web of benefit policies that they have constructed is an admission of failure – not just in fiscal terms, but also in terms of benefiting society. The political resurgence of public morality and standards, drawing a sharp line between what is right and wrong, ensuring shame and guilt are prominent parts of the collective ethos, and re-stigmatising long term dependency, are all part of the political process that has seen the conservative resurgence in the US and indeed within the left wing of British and New Zealand politics. The recent unexpected popularity of the movie Forrest Gump, with its message that having no moral code and being promiscuous risks the deserved disease of AIDS, while being virtuous, having integrity (even if one is a little simple) gives a happy ending, is another manifestation of the "folksy" popularity these standards are accruing.

From a policy perspective the social forces described above are very difficult to incorporate. After years of de-personalising welfare assistance, the swing back to non-separability of economic and moral assistance is one which will necessarily require radical reform – an undertaking which career politicians commonly only make with reluctance, once the mandate is overwhelming.

The Case for the Defence

The New Victorians' moral-loaded interpretation of poverty clashes with that described above when discussing the "external" pressures of the modern economy on family structures. The fall in real wages clearly has been an "external" factor driving down living standards for some. With the fact that those wages are not much different from welfare payments, comes the moral hazard which is concerning the New Victorians. Put simply, there are two ways to address the fusing of low wages with benefit levels – drop benefit payouts further, or have an economic structure capable of paying its lowest-paid income earners more. The former is clearly the easier (though not necessarily the best) to implement.

The New Victorian view does over-simplify the drivers of entrenched poverty and welfare dependency. Its attribution of these trends to an absence of moral suasion in welfare policy is, as we see with the "traditional family" model earlier, at best a part explanation. That we observe middle-income parents giving lower priority to their children's care is reflected in the extremely low wages professional care-giving attracts. So it would be wrong to ascribe such neglect solely to the poor. But neither is it necessarily anything to do with income.

There is a confluence of factors stressing the family unit. We have previously discussed the economic pressure, but also the reason for having a family has changed. In earlier times it may have been an objective of most partnerships. Today the desire for children amongst higher earning couples does tend to be lower, as career interests predominate and the career costs of having children are often unacceptable. But in between the two models of modern partnership we described, fall the majority – couples who want both dual careers and families. That balancing act is not easy, and there is at least some support for the case that children are bearing the cost. Whether this is a case of benign moral neglect as the New Victorians charge, or whether it is the direct result of changing income requirements and income ambitions of modern couples is arguable. Agreement can be reached however, that it is a source of significant dislocation of family structures.

For individuals contemplating children the choice has become increasingly one of lowering their standard of living, or substantially raising their income. In this sense the DPB can be seen as a viable route to having a family without the stress of a clash in spousal ambitions. For government, an alternative would be to use the 1996 tax cuts to support family structures via full deductibility of child care.

devolution of welfare policy – cure or panacea?

In the face of expanding welfare dependency, society is having to reconsider welfare policies which help some people regain their independence but fail to compel the increasing numbers who would rather not. A "harder" line is emerging. New Zealand has in recent years initiated tighter targeting and emphasis of welfare as last resort, temporary assistance rather than a guaranteed minimum standard of living.

The ongoing retreat of the State from provision of expansive welfare in New Zealand is being met in various ways including greater voluntary participation and in some regions, the expansion of local body provision. Expansive local body welfare is likely to strike similar difficulties that central government provisions has – ratepayer revolt and endemic dependency of beneficiaries.

Beneficiary Numbers

Political realism is leading to the devolution of responsibility for welfare policy from central government to local communities. Failure to terminate the growth in dependant numbers has driven this pragmatism. In New Zealand there are 100,000 DPB families now, compared to 17,000 in the mid-seventies. At a compound growth rate of 8% pa, simple extrapolation suggests we will all qualify over the next 30 years! That the variety of amendments to centralised welfare policies has not arrested the growth has led practising policymakers to conclude it is not solvable – at least not at a national level. As to why it is not – there is no consensus on that. It is simplistic to argue that the culture of welfare dependency is driven solely by the beneficence of welfare policies. Post-1991 experience in New Zealand has illustrated that radical tightening in benefits does little to arrest the trend.

But passing the buck to local bodies and other community agencies in this manner will not "solve" the issue if local authorities, for instance, readily step into the breach using their power to compulsorily levy rates and local taxes, or raise debt as a funding mechanism for welfare payments. Ultimately society will have to confront the culture of dependency that has emerged.

In designing appropriate welfare assistance, the architects have to decide whether the surge in beneficiary numbers over the last twenty years has arisen because:

· welfare has been made too "generous" (either by looser targeting or higher payments);

· today's social economy is less conducive to sustaining the traditional family structure and they are therefore deserving (in need) of these transfers;

· the absence of any moral code with respect to benefit dependency has made it a lifestyle option for many; or

· there is a growing cohort of inadequately skilled labour.

So far, New Zealand can be seen as dabbling with the issues, recognising that the growth in numbers cannot continue, introducing tighter targeting to cap it but without success so far. There is urgent need for society to provide policymakers with a mandate for wholesale changes. In light of the issues discussed above, it is likely that this will come eventually in the form of a Poor Person's Benefit (PPB) which replaces the unemployment, DPB and family support jumble which exists at present. The level of the PPB will also be substantially below that of the lowest full-time wage.

Universal Entitlement versus Targeting

For proponents of universal entitlement to welfare the fiscal cost of transfers is not the issue, rather it is to ensure that all those in genuine need of assistance are covered. But the adoption of a targeting approach necessitates society defining what legitimate need is. Having decided that, it becomes a (not insubstantial) regulatory problem separating the needy claimants from the rest. In New Zealand the effective marginal tax rates facing beneficiaries as they move from a benefit existence to earned income, have become extremely high. How to address this poverty trap is an important issue for policy as it has become a viable option for beneficiaries to opt for the (illegal) choice of remaining on the benefit and taking "perk" jobs, paid under the table when necessary.

From the policy perspective the options for addressing this anomaly include:

1. raising the universal entitlement portion and reducing the targeting component of benefits.

2. lowering benefits to levels that are substantially below those of the lowest earned incomes.

3. retaining the targeting approach but strengthening the policing of payments by imposing a higher degree of accountability on recipients so they provide the State with information on how they are expending the moneys they receive. The adoption of smart card technologies for instance, which enables spending on children's food but not on alcohol, makes it just that little bit harder for abuse to occur.

It is likely that a combination of the second two approaches will continue to be pursued, extending universality not being a credible course because of the dependency it sponsors. For the New Victorians universality would be the epitome of decadent welfarism, with no moral suasion nor respect for the status of independent working people.

Devolution and Communities

In New Zealand there is a tension between the decision which the Government appears to have made – to move more of the responsibility for social care on to the private voluntary agency sector – and the preparedness of those agencies to shoulder a greater burden. Boiling it down, the Government's actions are an admission that they cannot design a state benefit system which solves the complex social issues at the interface of the family, nor the social and moral arrangements in which people participate. The best Government can do is to prevent economic destitution by providing last resort financial assistance. Any more than that and risks of benefit dependency arise. Arguably, generous benefits make it even more difficult for individuals to work out their problems themselves.

For the community-based organisations which operate in this area, the rise in their role is likely to be permanent as the State winds back its intervention. But if such organisations are going to avoid "food bank dependency" problems, their solutions will have to be more than hand-out responses. Tying the services into family budgeting and counselling services seems an essential component of any community-based support network. Foodbanks are now starting to charge for their product as they confront dependency problems.

Growth in the number of solo-parent benefits have simply exposed the extent of the tensions within family structures rather than necessarily having caused them. For their survival, families require more flexibility. Raising children is resulting in new practices in education, child care and workplaces. Devolution of welfare from state to community will not reduce the need for these changes. Indeed the design of more customised support for individual cases may become easier with local community-based policies.

Higher workplace participation by women with accompanying greater financial recognition and independence; rising female education participation; the ability of women to have a home and family life as well as paid employment without labouring twenty four hours a day, are all gender objectives which require male co-operation and a change in male practices, not just passive concordance. A higher standard of living and a family are objectives common to both spouses. The willingness or ability of male partners to more fully share the family load is an important determinant of stable relationships which can deliver these goals.
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